Broom corn and brooms: the history of broom corn cultivation and broom manufacturing in Iowa by Jones, Daniel Edward
Retrospective Theses and Dissertations Iowa State University Capstones, Theses and Dissertations 
1-1-2005 
Broom corn and brooms: the history of broom corn cultivation and 
broom manufacturing in Iowa 
Daniel Edward Jones 
Iowa State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/rtd 
Recommended Citation 
Jones, Daniel Edward, "Broom corn and brooms: the history of broom corn cultivation and broom 
manufacturing in Iowa" (2005). Retrospective Theses and Dissertations. 19123. 
https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/rtd/19123 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Iowa State University Capstones, Theses and 
Dissertations at Iowa State University Digital Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in Retrospective Theses 
and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Iowa State University Digital Repository. For more information, 
please contact digirep@iastate.edu. 
Broom corn and brooms: The history of broom corn cultivation and broom 
manufacturing in Iowa 
by 
Daniel Edward Jones 
A thesis submitted to the graduate faculty 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
MASTER OF ARTS 
Major: History 
Program of Study Committee: 
Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, Major Professor 
Christopher Curtis 
James Dow 
Iowa State University 
Ames, Iowa 
2005 
Copyright© Daniel Edward Jones, 2005. All rights reserved. 
11 
Graduate College 
Iowa State University 
This is to certify that the master's thesis of 
Daniel Edward Jones 
has met the thesis requirements oflowa State University 
Signatures have been redacted for privacy 
111 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
LIST OF FIGURES 
LIST OF TABLES 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
ABSTRACT 
CHAPTER 1. 
CHAPTER2. 
CHAPTER3. 
CHAPTER4. 
CHAPTERS. 
APPENDIX A. 
APPENDIXB. 
APPENDIXC. 
APPENDIXD. 
APPENDIXE. 
APPENDIXF. 
APPENDIXG. 
APPENDIXH. 
APPENDIX I. 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Introduction 
Broom Com: The Plant That Swept America 
The Broom Manufacturing Industry and Broommakers 
in Iowa in 1880: An Occupational and Industry Profile 
The Bowens, the Peltons, and the Metzgers: Three 
Broommaking Families and the Stages of an Iowa Industry 
Conclusion 
Map of Delaware County, Iowa 
Locations of Broom Factories in 1880 in Iowa 
Broom Manufacturers Listed in the 1880-1881 
Iowa State Gazetteer 
1880 U. S. Census, Schedule C, "Products of Manufacture" 
1880 U.S. Census, Schedule C, Grouped by 
"Capital Invested" 
1880 U.S. Census, Schedule C, Grouped by 
"Number Employed" 
1880 U.S. Census, Persons Identified as "Broommaker" 
in Iowa 
1880 U. S. Census, Broommakers Grouped by Nativity 
1880 U.S. Census, Broommakers Born in Iowa 
IV 
v 
VI 
Vll 
1 
9 
32 
61 
91 
98 
100 
102 
104 
106 
110 
114 
117 
120 
122 
IV 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1. An example of dwarf broom com, showing the tassel. 10 
Figure 2. Tabling and cutting broom com. 23 
Figure 3. A rack for drying broom com in the 1870s. 28 
Figure 4. A well-ordered bale of broom com, as depicted in the 1870s. 29 
Figure 5. Binding broom com bristles to a handle by hand. 36 
Figure 6. An 1870s illustration showing a broommaker binding the broom com 37 
bristles to the handle with a foot-powered machine. 
Figure 7. A broommaker sewing a broom. 39 
Figure 8. The Muscatine Broom Factory as it appeared after being 84 
constructed in 1907. 
Figure 9. Harry Metzger, on the right, with his employees and children shortly 84 
after the Muscatine Broom Factory was built in 1907. 
Figure 10. The Muscatine Broom Factory as envisioned by Harry Metzger on 85 
the price list he provided to customers. 
v 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1. Characteristics ofBroommakers in Hadley, Massachusetts, in 1850 35 
Table 2. Characteristics ofBroommakers in Iowa, in 1880 55 
Table 3. Distribution of Iowa Brommakers Over Age 50 56 
Table 4. Response as given by the Bowens on the 1860 federal census, 69 
schedule of agricultural products 
Table 5. Response as given by the Bowens on the 1870 federal census, 71 
schedule of agricultural products 
Table 6. Broom Production at the Muscatine Broom Factory, 1918-1929 81 
VI 
ACKNOWLEDEMENTS 
I wish to acknowledge and thank, first and foremost, Amy Mccarron, my wife, who has 
polished, praised, and prodded my efforts. Thanks does not begin to express my views. 
I wish to acknowledge the contributions of a number of people who provided advice, 
encouragement, research tips, or just plain support: Michael Owens and Bart Pelton, for 
information on the Pelton Broom Factory in Des Moines; Jodine Perkins, for access to 
her research into the Pelton family; Richard and Shirley Metzger, who opened up four 
generations of family involvement in broom manufacturing history in Muscatine; 
colleagues and friends Myles Hegstrom and Steve Witmer, who provided research tips 
and suggestions; Wendy from the Interlibrary Loan Department, at the Urbandale, Iowa, 
Public Library, and the other librarians who always seemed able to track down the oddest 
journal articles or reference books, no matter how obscure; and my professors in the 
Department of History at Iowa State, especially Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, R. Douglas 
Hurt, and Andrejs Plakans who instructed, encouraged and sharpened my efforts. 
I wish to thank the Early American Industries Association (E.A.I.A.) who made possible 
the research on the Metzger family's broom factory in Muscatine, Iowa, in Chapter 4 
through a Research Grant-in-Aid in 1997. 
I also wish to acknowledge in a special way the support of my family, especially my 
mother, whose collegiate example was an inspiration. 
Vll 
ABSTRACT 
America's agricultural history and industrial history intersect in the farmer's 
cultivation of broom com, the farm family's production of brooms, and the subsequent 
move of broom production from a sideline on the farm to an industry in its own right. 
Broom com was introduced in America in the mid- to late-eighteenth century. For the 
next century and a half, the broom com and broom manufacturing industry mirrored the 
trends in agriculture and industry in America. The story of an industry's rise and decline 
can be told through the microcosm of the farmers that cultivated broom com and the 
small business owners and operators in the shops and factories that produced brooms in 
the state oflowa from approximately 1850 to 1950. 
At the center of the study is an ever-changing business model that reflected the 
development of an industry. Initially, farmers used a business model that had broom com 
cultivation and small-scale broom manufacturing as a supplement to income from other 
agricultural products. Chapter Two focuses on how farmers cultivated broom com over 
time. By the mid-nineteenth century, this model was transitioning to a model where 
broommaking was a legitimate occupation in itself. The federal census of Iowa in 1880, 
discussed in Chapter Three, revealed the occupational characteristics of a group of 
persons who recorded broommaking as their occupation. By the start of the twentieth 
century, the industrial business model represented a distinct manufacturing industry, 
separate from agriculture. The various industrial business models and their differences 
are discussed in Chapter Four through the differences between three families who 
manufactured brooms in Iowa. 
vm 
This study is the rise and fall of broom com as an agricultural commodity in Iowa, 
coupled closely with the rise and fall of the broom manufacturing industry in Iowa. The trends at 
the local level revealed by this study will speak to the trends in agriculture and industry on the 
national level. As the first decade of the twenty-first century reaches its midpoint, 
individuals and small industries would be wise to remember the story of the rise and 
decline of the broom manufacturing industry in Iowa. 
1 
CHAPTERl: 
Introduction 
2 
At one time, it was the custom for every farmer to make up his own brooms, and then 
to go and sell them where he could. This was bad for all parties. It brought too many 
competitors into the market; and often unduly depressed the price, and the buyers 
were obliged to put up with an inferior article. Now the manufacturing [of brooms] 
and the growing of broom [com] are in different hands; and the farmer, as soon as his 
broom [com] is ready for market, finds a purchaser at a steady price; and the 
manufacturer feels his reputation, and consequently his success, are concerned in the 
quality of the article which he furnishes. 1 
This 1835 excerpt from the New England Farmer reveals much about the state of the 
domestic broom manufacturing industry during the first few decades of the nineteenth 
century. The picture of the industry that emerges from this paragraph is an industry that had 
in the not so distant past too many inexperienced manufacturers who produced inferior 
products. The industry improved when farmers stuck to what they knew best: raising an 
agricultural commodity, broom com, and when specialized manufacturers emerged whose 
sole business was to produce a uniform, quality product. The fact that the New England 
Farmer felt that the situation was much improved by 1835, considering that broom com was 
first introduced in New England in the late-eighteenth century, testified to the rapid rise of 
the industry from a sideline income generator for farm families to a specialized profession. 
In an era long before the term "agribusiness" was coined, the broom industry intermingled 
farming and industry. For the next 150 years, the broom com and broom industry mirrored 
the trends in agriculture and industry in America. The story of an industry's rise and decline 
can be told through the microcosm of the farmers that cultivated broom com and the small 
business owners and operators in the shops and factories that produced brooms in the state of 
Iowa from approximately 1850 to 1950, the focus of this study. 
1 New England Farmer, 22 July 1835. 
3 
American agricultural and industrial history have at their core a dichotomy, 
production for home consumption versus production for a market economy. R. Douglas Hurt 
stated this debate succinctly when he wrote, "Historians often debate whether farmers were 
subsistence or commercially oriented before the twentieth century."2 Prior to Hurt, Clarence 
Danhof wrote, "As a general rule, it is better that a farmer should produce what he needs for 
home consumption... He may obtain more money from tobacco, hops, broom com, than 
from bread stuffs but taking all things into consideration, will he be better off?"3 Cultivation 
of broom com and the production of brooms is an example of the debate between production 
for home consumption and production for the market. Did the farmer grow a small plot of 
broom com and manufacture brooms for himself and his family's use, or did he raise a large 
amount of broom com and manufacture brooms on a large scale? 
In the historiography of American industry and business, this dichotomy has taken the 
form of a debate over the role of the family farm and the small business owner. According to 
Roland Bertoff, "Not streets paved with gold but streets lined with owner-occupied buildings 
was the most common 'American dream."' English colonists, upon coming to America, 
were taken aback by the seemingly limitless supply of land and resources that they 
encountered. The distance between "rich" and "poor" in England seemed incredibly vast, 
and America seemed to offer the opportunity for a person to become self-sufficient, and 
perhaps even wealthy. The differences between rich and poor in America appeared to be 
considerably less, and the wealthy of the present were quite often the poor of yesterday. The 
rural society that developed was a "peasant utopia" of "self-sufficient, independent farmers 
2 R. Douglas Hurt, American Agriculture: A Brief Hist my (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 1994 ), 
lX. 
3 Clarence H. Danhoff, Change in Agriculture: The Northern United States, 1820-1870 (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1969), 23. 
4 
and artisans." Bertoff stated that the American Revolution "turned peasant self-sufficiency 
into an explicitly republican ideal of personal independence." In reference to Thomas 
Jefferson's writings on the virtues of a democracy based upon a land-owning, yeoman class 
of farmers as opposed to the non-producing residents of cities and urban areas, Berto ff stated 
that farmers were also small businessmen, striving "like other entrepreneurs to wring what 
profit they could from commercial markets."4 
Stuart Bruchey held that the "desire to 'be one's own boss' has not faded from the 
American value system, nor has the widespread conviction, present in the country since its 
beginnings, that roots of either economic or personal political independence are best sunk in 
the ground of economic independence."5 Mansel Blackford argued that, from its beginnings, 
America developed as a business culture, with the small businessman and small farmer, and 
the values associated with those professions, as the epitome of American culture. Blackford 
noted that Americans linked political freedom and morality with a widespread base of 
economic prosperity in the hands of small business owners. "From the time of Thomas 
Jefferson to the present, many Americans have seen the owners of small businesses as 
epitomizing all that is best about the American way oflife." Americans, wrote Blackford, 
"thought they saw in their businesses a way to achieve or maintain personal independence, 
security for their family, and strong social ties to their local community ... The idea that 
morality and freedom were somehow associated with the flourishing of many independent 
business enterprises would animate much of American life and thought over the next 200 
4 Roland Bertoff, "Independence and Enterprise: Small Business in the American Dream," chapter 1 of Stuart 
Bruchey, Small Business in American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 30-34. 
5 Stuart Bruchey, Small Business in American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 21. 
5 
years."6 The broom shop is one example of the small, independent businesses that Bruchey, 
Bertoff, and Blackford claimed built America. 
A common thread has existed in both the historiography of American agriculture and 
American industry: Thomas Jefferson's philosophy of agrarianism and the role of a small 
farmer in society. Jefferson's agrarian farmer was a small, independent, land-owning, 
yeoman citizen. David Danbom synthesized the ideas of agrarianism in his book, Born in the 
Country. He quoted from Thomas Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia: "[T]hose who 
labor in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people." Jefferson, 
wrote Danbom, was not the first to espouse the virtues of farming as an occupation, since the 
ideas inherent in agrarianism dated back to ancient Rome. However, Jefferson and other 
prominent statesmen employed agrarianism in a new manner- to further the ends of the newly 
independent American republic. The major tenet of agrarianism, argued Danbom, was that 
farming was a superior occupation when compared to other occupations. The foundation for 
this argument was that farming was closer to the soil and produced commodities that met the 
most basic needs of humans. Conversely, non-farming occupations in urban areas, such as 
banker and lawyer, were inferior because they failed to produce commodities that fulfilled a 
need, or, in the case of artisans, produced something that people merely desired to possess. 
Agrarianism extolled the virtues of independence, responsibility, and honesty, among others, 
and these were the virtues that the founders of the new democratic republic wanted to instill 
in its citizens.7 
6 Mansel Blackford, A History of Small Business in America, Twayne's Evolution of American Business 
Series (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1991), xiii-xiv, 23-25. 
7 David B. Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America, Revisiting Rural America Series 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1995), 66-68. 
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America's agricultural history and industrial history intersect in the farmer's 
cultivation of broom com, the farm family's production of brooms, and the subsequent move 
of broom production from a sideline on the farm to an industry in its own right. The 
evolution of agricultural and industrial development in America over 150 years reflects the 
development of broom com cultivation and broom manufacturing. Broom com cultivation 
began as a sideline for farmers, but grew to become a multi-million dollar industry by the 
mid-twentieth century. As early as 1875, certain areas of the country, such as Arcola, 
Illinois, had become synonymous with broom com production in the same way throughout 
history that certain areas have become known for their tobacco, wheat, hog, or textile 
production. By the beginning of the twentieth century, production became consolidated in 
the Midwest and Southwest, particularly in Illinois, Oklahoma, and Texas, following the 
pattern of consolidation that had come to identify other industries, such as the textile, steel, 
automobile, and even the nail industries at various times in history. In the early nineteenth 
century, manufacturing brooms began as a way for farm families to supplement their farm 
income, but spun off just a few decades later to become an industry with its own specialized 
workforce, equipment, and business lexicon. Webster's Collegiate Dictionmy defines 
"industry" as: a "systematic labor especially for some useful purpose, or the creation of 
something of value;" a "branch of a craft, especially one that employs a large personnel and 
capital;" and a "distinct group of productive or profit-making enterprises."8 By using this 
basic definition, according to the 1835 excerpt from the New England Farmer, broom com 
cultivation and broom manufacturing had become its own industry. 
8 Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionwy, s. v. "Industry." 
7 
Broom com is the most basic raw material necessary for manufacturing brooms. 
Manufacturing of brooms followed the cultivation of broom com across the United States. 
Broom com cultivation, the subject of Chapter 2, came to Iowa in the 1850s, and spread to 
California by 1861.9 By 1875, Iowa ranked sixth in the nation in the acreage devoted to the 
cultivation of broom com. Those farmers that brought broom com to Iowa did so with 
deliberate forethought. The demand for information on broom com cultivation was so great 
that the editors of the American Agriculturalist collected information on that topic from their 
periodical and published it in book form in 1876. 
By 1880, more than forty shops across the state of Iowa were producing brooms. 
These shops and factories, as well as the workers in them, are the subject of Chapter 3. The 
results of the study of these shops and factories in Iowa will be compared and contrasted with 
the results of studies done by J. Ritchie Garrison, about Franklin County, Massachusetts, 
from 1770 to 1860, and Gregory Nobles, about the broom industry in 1850 in Hadley, 
Massachusetts. J. Ritchie Garrison, in his history of Franklin County, Massachusetts, 
asserted that broommaking was a logical venture for farmers in this area when they had to 
replace lost farm revenue when the price of beef dropped drastically in the 1820s. 10 Gregory 
Nobles studied the broommaking industry in rural antebellum Massachusetts. Nobles 
concluded that the occupation of "broommaker" was a transitional occupation, meant for the 
young, unmarried second and third sons of farmers, and was a way for farm families to keep 
those most likely to move away close to home. His conclusions about the broommakers who 
9 John Martin, "Broomcorn-The Frontiersman's Cash Crop," Economic Botany 7(1953): 166. 
10 J. Ritchie Garrison, Landscape and Material Life in Franklin County, Massachusetts, 1770-1860 (Knoxville, 
Tennessee: University of Tennessee Press, 1991 ), 79-80. 
8 
worked in these factories in Hadley in 1850 will be compared to the broommakers who 
worked in factories in Iowa in 1880. 
The stories of three Iowa families who owned and operated broom shops, the subjects 
of Chapter 4, will show how the broom com and broom industry in Iowa matured and 
mirrored the changes in the broom manufacturing industry across America. The experiences 
of the Bowen family in the 1850s and 1860s illustrates the strong connections between 
broommaking and its farming roots, and shows an industry in its infancy. The history of the 
Pelton family from the 1870s to 1960s demonstrates how a family turned a sideline enterprise 
into a full scale manufacturing endeavor. The story of the Metzger family from 1907 to 1996 
chronicles how one family with no agricultural background chose to enter the broommaking 
industry, making it the family business for four generations. Each family faced trials and 
tribulations that mirrored the ebbs and flows of a much larger industry over the span of 150 
years. 
Even as the broom industry in Iowa has succumbed and become a part of the history 
of Iowa, it is a story with relevance for the future as Iowa tries to foster economic 
development within the state, the subject of Chapter 5. The lessons learned through studying 
the broom industry's rise and decline in Iowa will offer valuable advice for other small 
industries. The very same issues that faced farmers cultivating broom corn and 
manufacturers producing brooms in 1835- too many competitors, products of questionable 
quality, and a struggle to remain technologically innovative- are facing other industries 
today. 
9 
CHAPTER2: 
Broom Corn: The Plant That Swept America 
10 
Broom com is the main raw material in the manufacturing of brooms. During the 
Second World War, a government official with the War Production Board described broom 
com as a "kind of com without any ears on it." Botanists and agronomists are more 
technical, describing "standard" broom com as a plant that stands between six and fifteen 
feet in height, having "solid, dry, pithy stalks, and eight to fifteen nodes and leaves above the 
ground. The upper intemode, or peduncle, is eight to eighteen inches long ... from which the 
fibers [in the tassel] develop. The fibers, usually twelve to twenty-four inches long, are 
branched toward the tip, and the seeds are borne at the tips of the small branches." A 
member of the sorghum family, broom corn's botanical name is sorghum vulgare var. 
technicum. As with other members of the sorghum family, the seed develops in the tassel 
rather than on an ear. The tassel is harvested and utilized in the manufacture ofbrooms. 11 
Figure 1 shows a dwarf broom com plant, as well as a closer view of the tassel. 
Figure 1. An example of dwarf broom corn, showing the tassel. Source: Broom-Corn 
and Brooms A Treatise on Raising Broom-Corn and Making Brooms, On a Small or 
Large Scale. New York: Orange Judd Publishing Company, 1879. 
11 Martin, John H. "Broomcom- The Frontiersman's Cash Crop." Economic Botany. 7(1953): 166. 
11 
The origins of broom com are open for debate. Most botanists place the origins of 
sorghum, and thus broom com, in central Africa. From Africa, the story goes, broom com 
traveled to Italy, where the first mention of it there is in a text from about the year 1500. 
From Italy, broom com spread, via the Danube River, to the rest of western Europe, 
eventually making its way to North America. Other sources provide differing accounts of the 
early history of broom com. One source puts the origin of broom com in India. 12 Another 
source puts broom corn's origins in China; the Chinese spoke of a "broom kaoling," or a 
"broom sorghum," as early as the thirteenth century. 13 Yet another source puts the origin of 
broom com in the East Indies. 14 
Many histories of broom com and the broom manufacturing industry give Benjamin 
Franklin a prominent role in "planting the seed that founded the American broom industry." 
As one story suggested, Franklin brought a single seed of broom com wrapped in cotton in a 
golden snuffbox from England to America in 1725.15 Another story, told by Charles 
Thompson, secretary of the Continental Congress, stated that Franklin saw a Philadelphia 
woman with an imported broom. Upon studying the broom more closely, Franklin observed 
a small seed which he picked out of the broom and planted as a novelty. 16 A third source 
stated that Franklin received the seed through a ship's captain affiliated with the East Indies 
Trading Company.17 In still another story, Franklin sent some seed to his sister, Jane 
12 Frank Collins, The Early History of the Broom Corn Industry, (Arcola, Illinois: Broom and Broom Com 
News, no date), 1-2; also William Prince, "Letter on Broom Com," The Cultivator (March 1847):93. 
13 Martin, 165. 
14 Alphonso Wood, The American Botanist and Florist: Including Lessons in the Structure, Life, and Growth of 
Plants; Together With a Simple Analytical Flora, (New York: A. S. Barnes and Company, 1876), 411. 
15 Joan Huyser-Honig, "A Bounteous Crop of Brooms," Americana (October 1991): 37. 
16 Broom-corn and Brooms: A Treatise on Raising Broom-corn and Making Brooms, On a Small or Large Scale 
(New York: Orange Judd Publishing Company, 1879), 1 O; also, Martin, 166. 
17 The Plow, the Loom, and The Anvil, (May 1856): 663; also Amout Hyde, Jr., "Idea That Swept .America," 
Modern Maturity (October/November 1975): 16. 
12 
Malcolm, with a letter, dated 21 February 1757, in which he stated, "I enclose you some 
whisk seed; it is a kind of com, good for creatures; it must be planted in hills, like Indian 
com. The top makes the best thatch in the world, and of the same are made the whisks you 
use for velvet."18 Franklin himself, however, did not mention any incident relating to broom 
com in his autobiography. In 1904, Franklin's entire role in the affair was deemed 
"apocraphal [sic] and improbable" by an article in the American Agriculturalist.19 
In his book, Buy a Broom Besom: The Story of a Broom, William Henry Young, a 
broommaker, recounted the history of broom com as told to him by his great-grandmother. 
Young's great-grandmother had learned to make brooms from slaves as a young girl in South 
Carolina. Slaves on plantations in South Carolina made brooms from the tassels of sorghum 
plants raised on these plantations. Seeds from the longest tassels were saved and planted the 
following year. This eventually created a separate variety of sorghum, which became known 
as "broom com." His history becomes convoluted, inserting broom com into the "Rum 
Triangle" that sent sorghum grown in North America to the West Indies, where it was 
transformed into rum and shipped to England, and England shipped manufactured goods to 
America.20 
In any event, colonists grew broom com in American colonies by the mid-eighteenth 
century. In 1781, Thomas Jefferson listed it as a product of Virginia. By 1778, broom com 
was grown near the town of Hadley, Massachusetts.21 The role of Hadley in the cultivation 
of broom com and the manufacturing of brooms cannot be understated. Most sources give 
18 Paul Lindenmeyer, "History of Broom Com in Coles County [Illinois]," Coles Historical Series 6:3-4. 
19 Quoted in: Huyser-Honig, 37. 
20 William H. Young, Buy a Broom Besom: The Story of a Broom (Germantown, Ohio: William Henry Young, 
1988), 13-14. 
21 Martin, 166. 
13 
credit to Levi Dickinson, a farmer near Hadley, as the first person to grow broom com and to 
manufacture brooms from what he grew. In 1797, he reportedly grew a half-acre of broom 
com and made about thirty brooms. The following year, he planted a full acre of broom com 
and made 200 brooms. 22 In 1801, his initial success in growing broom com and 
manufacturing brooms led him to predict that the "broom industry would be the greatest 
[industry] in the county." The same neighbors who had initially scoffed at the new industry 
eventually began to make brooms themselves, and, by 1810, over 70,000 brooms were being 
manufactured annually in the Hadley area. By 1825, about 1,000 acres of broom com were 
under cultivation in the Hadley area. By 1850, Hadley boasted of forty-one broom 
manufacturing establishments that produced in excess of 770,000 brooms per year. Hadley, 
according to one historian, could rightfully boast that it was the "Broom Com Capital of the 
World."23 
Many farmers and groups found broom com cultivation profitable, and took up the 
manufacture of brooms. The Shakers were one such group. One historian stated that, around 
1832, the Shaker community near Poughkeepsie, New York, began to grow broom com. By 
the 1840s, broom com cultivation and broom manufacturing had become a significant 
industry for the Shakers of that area. Other Shaker settlements, from New York to Ohio and 
Kentucky, began raising broom com and producing brooms.24 The success of the Shakers 
with this industry inspired others. The broom manufacturers in Bishop Hill, Illinois, for 
22 One source claimed that Dickinson had assistance. According to Henry Burt in 1867, "A negro named Eban 
commenced to manufacture brooms, and Levi Dickinson sold them." Source: Henry M. Burt, Burt's Illustrated 
Guide of the Connecticut Valley, Containing Descriptions of Mount Holyoke, Mount Mansfield, White 
Mountains, Lake Memphremagog, Lake Willoughby, Montreal, Quebec, and Etc. (Northampton, Massachusetts: 
New England Publishing Company, 1867), 101. 
23 Gregory H. Nobles, "Commerce and Community: A Case Study of the Rural Broommaking Business in 
Antebellum Massachusetts," Journal of the Early Republic, 4 (Fall 1984): 287-288. 
24 Collins, 4. 
14 
example, claimed to have purchased their first equipment and seed from the Shakers of 
Pleasant Hill, Kentucky.25 
In the first decade of the nineteenth century, broom com cultivation spread rapidly 
throughout the New England and Mid-Atlantic states. Cultivation of broom com adapted 
easily to a wide variety oflocations. The valley areas of the Connecticut River, the 
Gennessee River, and the Mohawk River were renowned for the quality of the tassel from the 
broom com plant, as well as for the quality of other agricultural products produced in these 
regions. As European and American settlers moved west, they took broom com cultivation 
with them. According to John Martin, a senior agronomist in the 1960s with the United 
States Department of Agriculture, farmers had established broom com cultivation in Ohio by 
the mid-l 840s, Illinois, Wisconsin and Missouri by the late-l 840s, and California by 1860. 26 
By 1858, broom com had been introduced in Coles County, Illinois. Broom com grew so 
well there that Arcola, the county's seat, quickly replaced Hadley as the "Broom Com 
Capital of the World." The soil and climate of the Midwest were ideal for cultivating broom 
com. By 1875, the top six broom com producing states were all in the Midwest- Illinois, 
Kansas, Missouri, Ohio, Nebraska, and Iowa.27 
Thanks to improvements in transportation, agricultural products like broom com from 
these new western states could reach markets and manufacturing centers in eastern cities 
rather easily. Unlike other industries, however, the manufacturing of brooms appears to have 
always operated on a smaller scale, and been tied more closely to the locations where the raw 
material was grown. Competition from broom com growers and broom manufacturers in the 
25 Huyser-Honig, 37. 
26 Martin, 168-170. 
27 Lindenmeyer, 5. 
15 
Midwest had a major impact on the broom com growers and broom manufacturers in New 
England. In 1851-1852, farmers around Milwaukee, Wisconsin, exported 843 tons of broom 
com via the shipping network on the Great Lakes.28 At the receiving end of the Great Lakes 
transportation network, the port of Buffalo, New York, reported receiving 7,840 bales of 
broom com in 1850, 5,402 bales in 1851, and 5,420 bales in 1852. 29 In 1853, the port of 
Buffalo recorded receiving 4,963 bales of broom com valued at $59,556.30 Broom com 
growers and broom manufacturers in New England understood the significance of this 
development. John Montague Smith wrote in 1899, "After 1860 the western states became 
successful rivals in this industry, which gradually disappeared in consequence oflow 
prices."31 In 1906, Charles Jones wrote, "The brooms made from the western brush were of 
handsome color. .. stronger and a better broom in every way."32 
By the beginning of the American Civil War, farmers in Iowa had begun growing 
broom com. The county histories for Delaware County, located in northeast Iowa, indicate 
that farmers grew broom com there by 1856. 33 After being introduced in Iowa, cultivation of 
broom com spread rapidly across the state. By the state census of 1875, Iowa counties 
reported a total of 2,203 acres of broom com under cultivation, producing 5,036 tons. In 
28 DeBow 's Review and Industrial Resources, Statistics, etc. Devoted to Commerce, Agriculture, Manufactures, 
Internal Improvements, Political Economy, General Literature, Etc. 14, no. 1 (January 1853): 26. 
29 DeBow's Review ... 14, no. 5 (May 1853): 502. 
30 DeBow's Review ... 16, no. 5 (May 1854): 492. 
31 John Montague Smith, History of the Town of Sunderland, Massachusetts, Which Originally Embraced 
Within its Limits the Present Towns of Montague and Leverett (Greenfield, Massachusetts: E. A. Hall and 
Company, 1899), 182. 
32 Charles Jones, "The Broom Com Industry in the Counties of Franklin and Hampshire, and in the Town of 
Deerfield in Particular," Proceedings of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, 1899-1904 4 (February 
1906), 110. 
33 The Hist01y of Delaware County, Iowa, Containing a Hist01y of the County, its Cities, Towns, and Etc., A 
Biographical Direct01y of its Citizens, War Record of its Volunteers in the Late rebellion, General and Local 
Statistics, Portraits of Early Settlers and Prominent Men, History of the Northwest, History of Iowa, Map of 
Delaware County, Constitution of the United States, Miscellaneous Matters, and Etc. (Chicago: Western 
Historical Company, 1878), 392. 
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1875, fanners in Page County, located in southwestern Iowa, produced the most broom 
com. 34 According to The Annual Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society, 
"Considerable amounts [of broom com were] raised in the Swedish settlements. Brooms 
[are] manufactured in the county." The following year, however, was not as good. "Very 
little raised; yield about 1,500 lbs. Market: Chicago."35 
Time did not stand still for broom com production. By the early years of the 
twentieth century, the center of broom com cultivation had shifted from the Midwest to the 
Southwest. By 1915, Oklahoma had 240,000 acres of broom com under cultivation, yielding 
52,800 tons of broom com tassels. Illinois remained among the top six broom com 
producing states from 1870 to as late as 1945, when Illinois produced 2,000 tons of broom 
com on 8,000 acres, about ten percent of the total output from Oklahoma.36 Following the 
conclusion of the Second World War, broom com cultivation rapidly moved south to 
Mexico, where cheaper labor for the broom com harvest and processing made broom com 
cultivation still a viable option for farmers. 
Nineteenth century agricultural journals such as The Cultivator and Country 
Gentleman carried in their pages requests from their readers about the best way to raise 
broom com. The Cultivator, on 26 March 1866, included the following question from Mr. 
W. A.H. "Will you or some of your subscribers give instructions in regard to raising 
broomcom?" The editors of The American Agriculturalist received so many of these 
34 1875 Census of Iowa (Des Moines: R. P. Clarkson, 1875), 362. 
35 John R. Shaffer, Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society for 1875, (Des Moines: R. P. Clarkson, 1876), 
292; also John R. Shaffer, Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society for 1876, (Des Moines: R. P. Clarkson, 
1877), 321. 
36 "Broomcom: Acreage, Yield, Production, Price and Value of Production, By States, 1915-1952," United 
States Department of Agriculture: Agricultural Marketing Service, Statistical Bulletin No. 155, February 1955, 
12. 
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requests that they published a book in 1876 entitled, Broom-corn and Brooms: A Treatise on 
Raising Broom-Corn and Making Brooms on the Large and Small Scale. Interest in this crop 
continued to be so high that the editors re-published this book a minimum of seven more 
times between 1879 and 1912. In the twentieth century, the United States Department of 
Agriculture responded to the same requests by devoting at least four issues of their series of 
Farmers' Bulletins to the culture of broom com. 
On the local level, agricultural experimental stations in several states also issued 
bulletins with information on how to properly grow broom com. 37 In states where broom 
com production was high, the agricultural experiment stations issued more than one 
bulletin.38 Demand for information in the early twentieth century also led to the 
establishment in Kansas of Broom Corn Review, a weekly periodical devoted entirely to 
broom com. The demand for information on broom com was also high in other countries 
where farmers grew broom com. In the 1930s, the Department of Agriculture for New South 
Wales, Australia, issued a bulletin on broom com.39 
Most primary sources stated that the land used for growing broom com should be 
prepared much the same way as for Indian com. The Country Gentleman recommended that 
the "soil be rich, friable, well-drained, and free from stone ... Alluvial flats frequently meet 
the requisitions." Later, the editors stated that the land should be "entirely cleared of weeds 
37 State agricultural experiment stations in at least nine states issued bulletins on broom com. Examples 
include: George Clinton, Broom-Corn Smut. University of Illinois Experiment Station Bulletin Number 47. 
Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Experiment Station, 1897; William Stubbs, Broom Corn. Bulletin of the 
Agricultural Experiment Station of the Louisiana State University and A. and M. College, Second Series, 
Number 67 (Baton Rouge: Book and Job Office, 1902); and Clyde McKee, Broom Corn Production in Iowa. 
Iowa Agricultural Experiment Station Circular Number 49. (Ames, Iowa: Iowa Agricultural Experiment 
Station, 1918). These bulletins were issued as early as 1897 in Illinois and as recently as 1968 in New Mexico. 
38 Agricultural experiment stations in Illinois, Louisiana, and Oklahoma issued at least two bulletins. The Texas 
Agricultural Experiment Station issued at least three bulletins. 
39 "Broom Millet," The Farmers' Handbook. (Sydney, Australia: Alfred James Kent, 1931 ), 609-619. 
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by repeated plowing and harrowing the previous autumn ... A heavy soil is not the best, but a 
moderate loam will answer the best." In Broom-Corn and Brooms, the editors stated that on 
"land that is very weedy, almost any other crop will be likely to pay better than broom-
com."40 
One grower quoted in Broom-Corn and Brooms stated that broom com could be 
grown on the same soil for many years, keeping in mind to plow under the remnants of the 
previous year's crop. The editors of The Cultivator and Country Gentleman recommended 
that, "if the same crop has been planted the previous year, the stalks should be turned deep 
with the plow. Successive crops may be taken from the same land without injury, ifthe 
broom-com is cut before the seeds form." Another grower, however, preferred to use land 
that was "free from com stalks, straw and etc., as they are a nuisance in planting and 
cultivating." In the U.S. D. A. 's Farmers' Bulletin 1631, published in 1939, the authors 
stated that broom com fit well into almost any crop rotation. Broom com should normally 
follow a small grain or a sod crop. They also said that the remnants from the previous crop 
should be plowed under to provide necessary nutrients for the soil to support broom com.41 
Fertilizer was sometimes applied at the time of planting, but only ifthe soil required it. 
Manure, ashes, lime, and plaster are mentioned in Broom-Corn and Brooms as having a 
positive effect on the development of broom com. The editors, however, included a 
disclaimer: "Indeed, no general rule can be given to meet all localities."42 
40 
"Culture ofBroomcom," Count1y Gentleman (29 March 1866); also "Broomcom," Cultivator and Count1y 
Gentleman (2 December 1875); also Broom-Corn and Brooms, 15. 
41 "Broomcom," Cultivator (October 1858): 299-300; also "Culture ofBroomcom," Count1y Gentleman (29 
March 1866); also, Broom-Corn and Brooms, 43; and John Martin and R. S. Washburn, "Broomcom-Growing 
and Handling," United States Department of Agriculture Farmers' Bulletin no. 1631 (Washington, D. C.: U. S. 
Department of Agriculture, 1939). 
42 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 16-17. 
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Since broom com had a growing season of eighty to 120 days, most late-nineteenth 
century sources recommended planting between the first of May and the fifteenth of June. 
The Cultivator and Count1y Gentleman stated that two factors dictated the date of planting 
broom com: the nature of the soil and the latitude. Later, they added that the grower of 
broom com must have experience with the local weather. The crop had to be harvested 
before the first frost in order to insure that the individual fibers were not damaged.43 
Broom com could be planted using one of two methods, in hills or in rows. The 
method of planting in hills was the older of the two methods, and better suited for soil that 
was extremely weedy. Generally, those who preferred planting in hills recommended that 
the hills be three feet in diameter, and more than a dozen seeds planted on each hill. Once 
the plants had come up, they were thinned so that each hill had between five and ten plants 
total. In 1888, the Farmers' and Housekeepers' Cyclopaedia stated that, when planting 
broom com, "in hills, eight to ten quarts of seed" were necessary per acre. However, many 
sources discouraged farmers from planting in hills. The editors of Broom-Corn and Brooms 
stated, "The only reason for hill culture is, that weedy land can be worked ... But this is 
precisely the kind ofland upon which Broom-com should not be sown at all."44 
Planting broom com in rows was largely accepted as the norm by the 1870s. The 
variety of broom com being planted, the soil, and the nature of the final crop dictated how 
closely the rows should be planted together. A "thick planting gives a fine and tough brush, 
but if plants are too close, it will be too slender." An accepted standard width between rows 
43 "Culture ofBroomcom," Country Gentleman (29 March 1866); also, "Broomcom," Cultivator and Country 
Gentleman (2 December 1875). 
44 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 17; also "Broomcom," Farmers' and Housekeepers' Cyclopaedia (repr. 
Trumansburg, New York: Crossing Press, 1977), 53; also Broom-corn and Brooms, 17. 
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was three and a half feet. 45 Almost any mechanical planter could be adapted to planting 
broom com. Emerson and Company of Rockford, Illinois, manufactured the "Jones 
Improved Hand Com Planter." By 1902, the Sears and Roebuck Company catalogue was 
still advertising it as the "only perfectly reliable hand planting machine for Com, Sorghum, 
or Broom Com." A farmer could purchase one for $12.50, or three for $33.00.46 
The farmer could plant with a hand planter if working a small parcel of land, or 
replanting a section for a row that did not germinate. However, the hand planter was 
inadequate if broom com were grown on a large scale. The editors of Broom-Corn and 
Brooms stated that the "various one- and two-horse corm planters have broom com 
attachments and may be quickly changed from Indian com to Broom-com planters." The 
editors of The Cultivator and the Country Gentleman described their encounter with planting 
broom com the following way: 
The seed was drilled in by machine, gauged so as to drop the four or five seeds at a 
time, the droppings or hills nine inches apart, the rows two feet nine inches wide, thus 
bringing it closer to the common com. The stalk in consequence is slender, making a 
finer bruch. The machine is a drill, manufactured at Schnectady [New York], and 
sold for fifty dollars. It is called Gray's Broom-com Drill. It marks the rows and 
covers at the same time. A man and a horse will work it.47 
In 1875, the Gutherie, Iowa, Vedette carried an article describing the various methods 
of planting broom com. "The seed is sown in various ways- sometimes by removing all the 
hoes of a wheat drill except those that will bring the rows three feet four inches apart; 
sometime the seed is sown with one of those large Albany garden-drills; and sometimes with 
a com planter." The Com Planter Company of Grand Haven, Michigan, manufactured a one-
45 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 17. 
46 Curtis Norskog, Corn Collectibles: Hand Corn Planters, (Willmar, Minnesota: Curtis Norskog, n. d.), 4. 
47 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 18; also "Culture of Broom-com," Cultivator and Country Gentleman (9 October 
1873). 
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row planter that was "adapted to all kinds and sizes of seed, such as Com, Beans, Onions, 
Sugar Cane, Broom Com, etc."48 
"Success with the crop, other things being favorable,'' wrote the authors of Broom-
Corn and Brooms, "depends upon keeping it free of weeds while young." Since the seed was 
slow to germinate, often taking up to ten days to appear, the editors recommended ample 
tillage be done before planting. Once the seeds germinated and the farmer could distinguish 
the broom com plants from the weeds, the editors admonished that cultivation should be "not 
only thorough but immediate." The Cultivator and Country Gentleman recommended that 
cultivation begin "at the earliest period practical" and continue "until the [broom] com is 
several feet high or too large to allow the passage of a horse." Growers of broom com 
should "work industriously while the crop is young and until the crop is three feet high," 
wrote to the Guthrie Vedette. According to Martin and Washburn, writing in the 1930s, 
broom com should be "cultivated as little as two times in drier districts and as many as five 
or six times in the most humid districts."49 
The methods for cultivating broom com were similar to those used for cultivating 
com. A harrow with the front "tooth" removed could be used to cultivate broom com, and 
almost any other farm implement that could cultivate com could be adapted to the cultivation 
of broom com.50 Whether done by machine or by hand, the cultivation of broom com was 
back-breaking labor. In 1870, Mr. H. Seanor, a farmer in Pennsylvania, attested to this when 
he wrote to the editors of The Cultivator and Country Gentleman: 
48 "Broom Com," Guthrie [Iowa] Vedette, 1875; also, "Culture of Broom-com," Cultivator and Count1y 
Gentleman (9 October 1873). 
49 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 19; also, "Broomcom," Cultivator and Count1y Gentleman (2 December 1875); 
also, "Broomcom," Guthrie [Iowa] Vedette, 1875; also, Martin and Washburn, 11. 
so Broom-Corn and Brooms, 20. 
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I have raised broom com for several years, but have not found it profitable. Last 
year, I raised five acres of it, and crawled on my hands and knees to thin it out and 
pull up the weeds. I tell you it was a tedious job. The crop only amounted to about a 
half a ton, which brought only eight cents per pound when I got it to market. I lost 
$15 by the operation and have made up my mind not to try it again. 51 
The cultivation of broom com was not the only aspect of raising broom com that 
required back-breaking labor. Harvesting could be equally demanding, as related by Martin 
and Washburn: "[T]en to fourteen days of man labor are required to harvest, thresh, cure, and 
bale a ton of cured brush. "52 Different sources recommended harvesting broom com at 
different times. On one point, however, all sources agreed; broom com had to be harvested 
prior to the first frost. Frost weakened the fibers of the tassel and damaged the color. Upon 
arrival at market, broom com with a bright green color would bring a greater price than 
broom com that had a faded color due to age or prolonged exposure to sunlight.53 
To this day, broom com harvesting is accomplished by hand. Commonly referred to 
as "tabling and cutting," the objective is to harvest the tassel when it has its best color, is 
straightest, and contains mature stems. Different sources describe the process in various 
ways, but the best description comes from Broom-Corn and Brooms: 
Tabling-This operation is preliminary to cutting, and brings the top down within 
easy reach of the cutters, a point quite essential with the tall-growing varieties. It 
consists in breaking down the stalks of two rows towards one another, diagonally, so 
the stalks of one row will cross the stalks of the other, and thus form a sort of 
platform or 'table,' with the tops projecting about a foot on each side ... This should 
be at a height most convenient for the cutters, which is usually about thirty inches 
from the ground at which height the bend is made. Each two rows in the field are 
tabled in this way, the intermediate spaces affording room for the cutters.54 
51 "Broomcom," The Cultivator and Country Gentleman (24 February 1870). 
52 Martin and Washburn, 12. 
53 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 21. 
54 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 24-25. 
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In 1875, The Cultivator and Country Gentleman suggested that the "operator" (the person 
doing the tabling) should walk down the row backwards as he tabled the broom com. 55 
Once the field was tabled, the next step was to cut the tassel from the stalk. 
According to most sources, cutting was done immediately after tabling. Mr. "W. G. M." of 
Scottsville, Virginia, wrote a letter to the editors of The Cultivator and Country Gentleman, 
recommending how to best cut the tassel from the stalk. "In cutting, each cutter takes two 
rows; grasping brush midway, in the left hand, by a quick motion of the knife [held in the 
right hand] it is cut off six or eight inches from where brush joins stalks." Martin and 
Washburn estimated that one man could table and cut an acre of broom com in fifteen to 
twenty-five hours, a "table in Illinois consisting of two rows eighty rods long, or about one-
fifth of an acre."56 Illustration 2 shows the tabling and cutting of broom com. 
Figure 2. Tabling and cutting broom corn. Source: Broom-Corn and Brooms. 
55 "Broom Com," The Cultivator and Country Gentleman (2 December 1875). 
56 W. G. M., "Broom Com in Virginia," The Cultivator and Count1y Gentleman (24 February 1870); also, 
Martin and Washburn, 13. 
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Expert broom com growers differed on what to do next with the cut tassel. W. G. M. 
went on in his letter to say that he placed the tassels on top of a pile of stalks with the brush 
already removed. He left his crop to dry "in the field for four to five days," turning the 
tassels often. The authors of Broom-Corn and Brooms warned against this practice, calling it 
the "most careless manner" of harvesting broom com. They went on to describe this practice 
as a "method to be avoided ... [Often broom com] is left in this manner two to three weeks, to 
be cured, though with this treatment for all profitable sale, it is more likely to be effectively 
killed." They recommended that the tassel be "laid upon the table and removed to the drying 
shed as soon after as may be [feasible]." Martin and Washburn echoed this practice, saying, 
"The brush is left on the table twenty-four hours or less, usually being hauled soon after it is 
cut."s1 
After being tabled and cut, the broom com went to a drying and sorting area. The 
steps of drying, sorting, and processing the broom com tassels had a direct impact on the 
price the broom com would bring at market when it was sold, since the brightest color, 
neatest appearance, and highest quality of brush brought the highest price. Speed was of the 
essence, since a heavy rainfall could ruin a crop. Therefore, broom com had to be placed in 
the drying shed as soon as possible. 
Tassels were transported from the field to the drying and sorting area using a "dump 
wagon." Various illustrations in the U.S.D.A. Farmers' Bulletins show a wagon which, after 
it was loaded, could be driven to the drying area, raised up, and thus dump its load of broom 
com. Individuals then began the arduous task of sorting the broom com, removing the seed, 
57 W. G. M., "Broom Com in Virginia;" also, Broom-Corn and Brooms, 25-26; also, Martin and Washburn, 14. 
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and placing it in the drying shed, a building built specifically for the purpose of drying broom 
com.58 
Growers removed the seeds from the broom com tassels almost always prior to 
curing, at a stage when the stems were still moist and less susceptible to breakage during the 
process. All seeds had to be removed from the tassels, since bales of broom com with a large 
amount of seed still on the tassel brought a lower price at the time of sale. Removing the 
seeds (threshing) was not an easy task, and often was accompanied with considerable 
discomfort. In 1905, George Sheldon recalled that the "pungent broom-dust pervaded the air 
with its itch-provoking sensation," and that he saw one worker move so fast that the "seeds 
flew to the rafters."59 The small seeds, as well as other particles knocked off during the 
threshing process, would get in the eyes, noses, and mouths of the individuals who did the 
threshing. A dirty, time-consuming, laborious chore, workers (nicknamed "Johnnies" and 
"Sallies") often dreaded threshing and complained about "broom com itch." Growers, and 
towns in broom com producing areas, often had to recruit prisoners for threshing since they 
found it almost impossible to hire help for this task. According to Henry Hadley, this 
practice of employing prisoners led to "some rare old times on Saturday nights during broom 
com harvest."6° Children were not spared the trials of the broom com harvest. Grace Snyder 
recalled helping with the broom com harvest as a young girl in Nebraska at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. "Everybody hated broomcom threshing, but it was hardest on the boys 
and girls. The men on the crew wore scarves and goggles, but we had no such protection. 
58 Martin and Washbrun, 15-16. 
59 George Sheldon, "Reminiscence," History and Proceedings of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, 
1899-1904 4 (February 1906): 113-114. 
60 Huyser-Honig, 38. 
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The dust and chaff, flint-hard and rough-edged, sifted into our eyes and down our sweaty 
necks, where it itched and stung all day."61 
A number of different devices removed the seeds from the tassel, depending on the 
scale of the operation. For the smallest crops, according to the authors of Broom-Corn and 
Brooms, removing the seed by hand could be accomplished with "combs" made of wood or 
metal, with the "teeth sufficiently close together." Other tools included a "long-toothed curry 
comb" or a "three-toothed hatchel."62 A machine specifically designed for the job threshed 
large crops of broom com. The Cultivator and Country Gentleman described the machine as 
having "two spiked rollers driven by two horses. These rollers run in opposite directions, 
and therefore do not draw the brush through, which makes the work very easy for the 
attendant."63 Snyder described the broom com thresher in her neighborhood; "the broom 
com 'scraper' was a simple thing, only a pair of four-foot-long rollers, studded with iron 
spikes, and set one above the other like the rolls of a wringer. A team of horses, walking 
around a small turntable, furnished the power that turned the rollers." The power source for 
these threshing machines varied. An illustration of a "scraping cylinder" was included in 
Broom-Corn and Brooms, the power source of which was hidden, but which could have been 
operated by hand. An 1894 article in Scientific American on the construction of whisk 
brooms showed a machine for scraping off the seed that was attached by way of a belt to a 
line shaft. This cylinder operated at speeds up to 350 revolutions per minute. The 1903 
61 Grace Snyder, No Time on My Hands (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1963), 108. 
62 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 26-27. 
63 "Broomcom," The Cultivator and Count1y Gentleman (2 December 1875). 
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Farmers' Bulletin showed a threshing machine powered by a steam engine.64 One owner's 
threshing machine often made the rounds of his neighbors' fields. Snyder recounted that, 
"for weeks, [we] followed the broom com thresher on its rounds of the community. This 
machine was owned by one of our Swedish neighbors."65 
After removing the seeds, handlers placed the broom com on racks in the drying 
sheds. The drying shed allowed the greatest possible flow of air through the broom com. 
The authors of Broom-Corn and Brooms described the shed as a 
[F]rame building with a tight-shingled roof, the sides covered with upright boards a 
foot wide, with the joints battened, or covered with narrow strips; every fourth or 
sixth board is hung upon hinges, so that they may be opened to allow of a free 
circulation of air... One grower estimated that fifty acres of broom-com require a 
building 20x40 feet and sixteen feet high, with a shed upon one side ten feet wide and 
eight feet high. 66 
Sixty years later, when Martin and Washburn wrote their Farmers' Bulletin on broom com in 
the 1930s, they described a building almost identical to the one described in Broom-Corn and 
Brooms. The building's wood shingled roof was replaced by a roof of corrugated metal, and 
the roof extended two to four feet beyond the floor of the shed. 67 
According to Broom-Corn and Brooms, inside the drying sheds were racks, or 
"stalls," with shelves that allowed for the movement of air through the broom com. The 
stalls consisted of four uprights, and two sides were formed by nailing mason's lath across 
two of the uprights, to form what looked like a crude ladder. Then, lath was laid across these 
side supports to form a crisscross pattern, and the broom com was placed on top of this shelf 
64 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 28; also, Snyder, 107; also, "Manufacture of Whisk Brooms," Scientific American 
(11 August 1894): 85; also, Charles P. Hartley, "Broomcom," United States Department of Agriculture Bulletin 
no. 174 (Washington, D. C.: United States Department of Agriculture, 1903): 20-21. 
65 Snyder, 107. 
66 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 29. 
67 Martin and Washburn, 41. 
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in a thickness not to exceed two to four inches. In 1873, The Cultivator and Country 
Gentleman stated that the broom com, "iflaid too thick, will not readily dry, and it is 
necessary to have it as bright as possible, and free from mould."68 As with the drying shed, 
these stalls had not changed significantly between the publication of Broom-Corn and 
Brooms and Martin and Washburn's Farmers' Bulletin.69 The broom com dried, or "cured," 
in these sheds for approximately one month. 
Fig. 6.-JU.c:s: l'on DRYING. 
Figure 3. A rack for drying broom corn in the 1870s. Source: Broom-Corn and 
Brooms. 
The next step was to get the broom com to market, where the profit depended, "other 
things being equal, upon the proper baling." Various devices for baling cotton or hay could 
be adapted to baling broom com, but, by the beginning of the twentieth century, growers 
baled broom com using special presses constructed specifically for this purpose. In 1876, the 
68 "Culture of Broom-com," The Cultivator and Count1y Gentleman (9 October 1873). 
69 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 29-31; also, Martin and Washburn, 20-23. 
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proper bale, according to Broom-Corn and Brooms, was three feet ten inches in length, 
twenty-four inches wide, and thirty inches in depth. The bale was square, being held in that 
shape by four or five wires and a stout lathe at each comer, as shown in Figure 4. The 
average bale weighed 300 pounds, and, if properly stacked in the baling press, would reach 
its market "in excellent condition. 70 The yield per acre averaged between 500 to 600 
pounds.71 By 1930, the criteria to judge, and price, a bale of broom com had remained 
unchanged; compact, tight, well-ordered bales still brought the highest price, all other things 
being equal. Many factors influenced the price broom com received at the market: the color 
of the fibers, the length of the tassels, the amount of seed left on the tassels, the length of 
stalk still attached to the tassel, and the amount of "defective" brush-tassels that were 
defective in length, shape, color, or with the leaves still attached. 
Fig. 11.-A. B.il.B wrm LA.TBS. 
Figure 4. A well-ordered bale of broom corn, as depicted in the 1870s. Source: Broom-
Corn and Brooms. 
Martin and Washburn stated that marketing and selling broom com in 1929 and 1930 
was on a "very unsatisfactory basis." Very few standards existed to govern how broom com 
was marketed or purchased. The Bureau of Agricultural Economics of the Department of 
Agriculture had established standards for the grading of broom com, but very few growers or 
70 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 35. 
71 Broom-Corn and Brooms, 42. 
30 
buyers used these standards when negotiating a price. No standard method of marketing and 
selling broom com existed. Farmers could deal with buyers who represented large factories, 
buyers from local factories, commission brokers, speculators, or participate in cooperative 
marketing associations. Broom com buyers sometimes visited the farm where the broom 
com was grown, and open-air markets developed in towns that were central shipping points 
along the railroad, such as Arcola, Illinois; Lindsay, Oklahoma; Wichita, Kansas; Beeville, 
Texas; and Springfield, Colorado. According to Martin and Washburn, since no reliable way 
of disseminating that information was available, sellers had no way of knowing the price 
broom com was bringing in other markets. Local newspapers carried the price in the local 
markets, and some trade journals reported regional prices on a weekly basis, but the majority 
of the selling price was made by "oral bargaining, which usually consisted of a battle of 
wits." The price per ton obtained by the grower in 1929 varied from $115.00 to $175.00, 
depending upon the region of the country, and whether the grower owned the land or was 
renting, while the cost per ton to raise broom com varied from $93.00 to $139.00, with the 
same factors effecting the costs. Broom com, therefore, could be a viable cash crop, when 
the price was right. 72 
Following the Second World War, broom com cultivation began to move across the 
border into Mexico. The reasons for this shift include the fact that harvesting broom com 
was still accomplished predominantly by hand. This factor alone made broom com 
cultivation unattractive to farmers in the United States, especially when almost all other crops 
could be harvested completely with machinery. A machine has never been invented that 
could replace the "Johnnies" and "Sallies" in the field. Other equally important factors in the 
72 Martin and Washburn, 29-32. 
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decline of broom com cultivation were the invention and wide-spread use of plastic bristles 
in the manufacture of brooms, and the invention and adoption of the vacuum cleaner. Today, 
broom com is grown in the United States primarily as a novelty or curiosity. Mexico 
continues to raise broom com on a large scale, and supplies most of the industry's demand 
for broom com. However, broom manufacturers in America have sought in the past fifteen 
years to introduce a machine-harvestable broom com hybrid. Replacing human harvesters 
with a machine would lower the price of the raw material, thus keeping down the price of the 
finished product for the consumer, and keeping domestic manufacturers competitive with 
foreign broom manufacturers. 73 
Broom com was the main input in the production of brooms. Broom com appears to 
have never had any other large-scale commercial use besides making brooms. John Martin 
called broom com the "frontiersman's cash crop."74 Initially, in the nineteenth century, 
wrote John Montague Smith, "Everybody grew broom com, for it was a ready money crop, 
and money was wanted badly."75 The spread of broom com cultivation across the North 
American continent had a direct impact on the factories and shops that manufactured brooms. 
When farmers brought broom com cultivation to Iowa, they not only brought with them an 
activity that supplemented their farm income, but also brought to the state a successful and 
profitable new industry. 
73 "Anticipated Price Pressures Common Theme of Suppliers Reports," Broom, Brush, and Mop (December 
1994): 16-17; also, "Testing Continues on Broom Com Hybrids," Broom, Brush, and Mop (February 1996): 48-
59. 
74 Martin, 163. 
75 John Montague Smith, 182. 
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CHAPTER3: 
The Broom Manufacturing Industry and 
Broommakers in Iowa in 1880: 
An Occupational and Industrial Profile 
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The Broom-com stands on the meadow lands, 
Like an army still and solemn, 
When it holds it breadth as the leaden death 
Pours fast from the foeman's column; 
For the tall broom com is a warrior born, 
In the stem battalions growing, 
And his green leaves wave like a banner- brave, 
When the battle winds are blowing. 76 
The portion of the poem that introduces this chapter comes from Edward C. Porter, 
who read this in 1859 at the celebration of the bicentennial of the settling of the town of 
Hadley, Massachusetts. The people of Hadley had good reason to celebrate in verse the 
broom com plant. Since first being grown in about 1797 by Levi Dickinson on a half-acre of 
land, the broom manufacturing industry had become the second-largest industry in Hadley, 
second only to farming itself. Dickinson's early success in manufacturing brooms convinced 
his neighbors to enter the broom manufacturing business, and Hadley rapidly became the 
center of the broom manufacturing industry. Farmers themselves sometimes took the brooms 
they had made to markets as far away as Boston or New York, and sometimes sold them for 
sale on commission. 77 By 1850, the census enumerator in Hadley listed forty-one 
broommaking establishments, and, according to Nobles, the brooms manufactured in Hadley 
were shipped around the United States, as well as exported to Europe and South America. 78 
In the last half of the nineteenth century, some farmers in Iowa operated factories 
much the same way that they had been operated in New England fifty years earlier. 
76Celebration of the Two Hundredth Anniversmy of the Settlement of Hadley, Massachusetts, at Hadley, June 8, 
1859; Including the Address by Rev. Prof F. D. Huntington, D. D., of Harvard College, Poem by Edward C. 
Porter, A. B., of Hadley, and the Other Exercises of the Occasion. (Northampton, Massachusetts: Bridgman 
and Childs, 1859), 68. 
77 Charles Jones, "The Broom Corn Industry in the Counties of Franklin and Hampshire, and in the Town of 
Deerfield in Particular," History and Proceedings of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, 1897-1904 
IV (February 1905): 105-111. 
78 Gregory H. Nobles, "Commerce and Culture: A Case Study of the Rural Broommaking Business in 
Antebellum Massachusetts," Journal of the Early Republic 4, no. 3 (Fall 1984): 288. 
34 
According to Howard Russell, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, farmers in New 
England were supplementing their farm income with additional sources of income from 
"broomcom growing and broom manufacture, straw-hat making, woolen spinning and 
weaving, hop growing, silk production, and other new enterprises." The advantage of small-
scale production on the farm was self-evident: "hop-picking, where hops were grown, and 
broommaking elsewhere, offered piecework for young women and children with swift 
fingers."79 Farmers brought this arrangement with them to Iowa when broom com was 
introduced into the state. 
J. Ritchie Garrison studied the history of Franklin County, Massachusetts, from 1770 
to 1860. His conclusions support those reached by Russell. Garrison claimed that a "number 
of farmers in lowland communities [in Franklin County] where broom com grew well 
maintained broom shops with either their own or hired labor." What made this endeavor 
particularly appealing, according to Garrison, was the fact that broom com grew easily in the 
fertile soils of Franklin County along the Connecticut River, and the equipment for 
manufacturing brooms was "not especially complex or expensive." When beef prices fell 
dramatically in the 1820s, farmers turned to broom com cultivation and broom production to 
1 1 . 80 supp ement ost mcome. 
Gregory Nobles studied the broommaking industry in rural Massachusetts in 1850. 
His study focused on the town of Hadley, Massachusetts.81 His conclusions are summarized 
in Table 1. By the time of the Tenth United States Census in 1880, 980 factories were 
79 Howard S. Russell, A Long Deep Furrow: Three Centuries of Farming in New England (Hanover, New 
Hampshire: University Press of New England, 1976), 201, 406-408. 
80 J. Ritchie Garrison, Landscape and Material Life in Franklin County, Massachusetts, 1770-1860 (Knoxville, 
Tennessee: University of Tennessee Press, 1991 ), 79-80. 
81 Nobles, 287-308. 
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manufacturing brooms in thirty-six states across America, employing 8,773 individuals. In 
1880, Iowa ranked tenth in population and eleventh in total number of industrial 
manufacturing establishments, impressive for a state that also ranked seventh in the number 
of farms and fourth nationally in the aggregate value of agricultural products. Iowa reported 
thirty-four broommaking establishments employing 110 workers. 82 This chapter will explore 
how these workers in Iowa in 1880 were similar to, or different from, the workers studied by 
Nobles in 1850 Hadley, Massachusetts. 
Table 1. Characteristics of Broommakers in Hadley, Massachusetts, in 1850 a 
Number of broom manufacturing establishments: 41 
Number of persons identified as "broommakers": 110 
Gender: Male: 110 
Female: 0 
Owned property: Yes 23 
No 87 
Age: 15-19 18 
20-24 30 
25-29 29 
30-34 18 
35-39 8 
40-49 6 
50+ 1 
MeanAge: 26.9 years 
Head of household: Yes 46 
No 64 
a. Compiled from: Gregoiy Nobles, "Commerce and Culture: A Case Study of the Rural Broommaking Industiy in Antebellum 
Massachusetts," Journal of the Early American Republic, 4 (Fall 1984) 3:287-308. 
82 Francis Walker, Report on the Manufactures of the United States at the Tenth Census (June I, 1880), 
Embracing General Statistics and Monographs on: Power Used in Manufactures; The Factory System; 
Interchangeable Mechanism; Hardware, Cutlery, Etc.; Iron and Steel; Silk Manufacture; Cotton Manufacture; 
Woolen Manufacture; Chemical Products and Salt; Glass Manufacture. (Washington, D. C.: Government 
Printing Office, 1883). Information specifically taken from "Table III- General Statistics For Each Specified 
Industry, Etc.: 1880, 25.- Brooms and Brushes," and "Table IV- Manufactures in Each State and Territory, 
1880, Iowa." 
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Garrison wrote that farmers in Franklin County, Massacusetts, took up broommaking 
because the equipment was "not especially complex or expensive."83 The development of 
the broom manufacturing industry is tied closely to the development of the equipment used to 
manufacture brooms. The first brooms manufactured reflected the technology available at 
the time. The brooms were round, as broornrnakers tied the broom com tassels onto a 
handle. A cord was either attached to a rafter in a barn or wound around a spool held in 
place by the broornrnaker's feet. As the broornrnaker held the cord tight, he wrapped the 
broom com tassels around the handle. Figure 5 shows this process. These earliest brooms 
could be easily made by almost anyone with access to broom com, making it ideal work for 
farm families in the winter. The editor of the New England Farmer in 1835 was referring to 
brooms manufactured in this process when he called them an "inferior article." 
Flg.18.-wnmnro TB.B BBOOM. 
Figure 5. Binding broom corn bristles to a handle by hand. Source: Broom-
Corn and Brooms. 
83 Garrison, 89. 
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Fig. 20.-4 JIJWOM·JUJ:IRO JUC111D. 
Figure 6. An 1870s illustration showing a broommaker binding the broom corn 
bristles to the handle with a foot-powered machine. Source: Broom-Corn and Brooms. 
Tying the bristles to the broom handle by hand worked on a small scale, but did not 
lend itself readily to large-scale operations. Figure 6 shows a typical 1870s broommaking 
machine. The first patent for a broommaking machine was issued in 1819, but was later 
destroyed in a fire at the patent office, making it difficult to trace the early development of 
specialized broommaking equipment. Broommakers required some sort of clamp to hold and 
rotate the broom handle as the broom com bristles were attached. Improvements in the basic 
design of the machinery to bind broom com to a handle, and thus to make a broom, were not 
long in coming. The advantage of this machine is self-evident; binding the broom com to the 
handle in this manner resulted in a broom of better construction and quality than binding the 
brooms by hand, as the machinery could wrap the twine more tightly around the handle. In 
1843, William Beaman of Salem, New Jersey, received a patent for a machine that remained 
the basic design ofbroommaking binding machinery for the next century and longer. The 
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patent makes specific mention of the option of using wire or twine to bind the bristles onto 
the handle, thus indicating that wire was available to those who manufactured brooms. 84 
By the 1880s, many agricultural implement manufacturers, recognizing that their 
customers were often engaged in activities to supplement their farm income, offered 
modified versions of the same equipment well into the twentieth century. The 1883 catalog 
from the Thomas Mitchell Company, of Hamilton, Ontario, offered for the price of $35.00 
the same basic 1843 machine. The Genesee Valley Manufacturing Company was another 
company, and its catalog from 1900 carried the basic equipment for manufacturing brooms. 
The success of broommaking establishments in and around Hadley, Massachusetts, 
which were producing in excess of 770,000 brooms per year by 1850, inspired others to 
cultivate the crop and to manufacture brooms. 85 Sometime in the first two decades of the 
nineteenth century, the Shaker community of Watervliet, New York, began manufacturing a 
new style of broom. One of the members of this community discovered, so the story goes, 
that pressing a round broom flat resulted in a wider broom. This shape of the broom is 
commonplace today. The new "flat" broom with a wider sweeping surface covered more 
ground in one sweep than the traditional round broom, thus making the new design more 
desirable. Shaker broom manufacturers used a vise to press the broom flat, and proceeded to 
sew the broom by hand with needle and twine. 86 The basic equipment for manufacturing 
brooms now included a machine to bind the bristles to the handle, and a vise to hold the 
broom flat. The 1883 catalog of the Thomas Mitchell Company was offering these "broom 
presses" for $24.00. Thus, for under $100, a person could purchase all the necessary 
84 Samuel Moyer, Six Historic Publications on Broomcorn and Broommaking With Current Perspectives, 
(Medford Lakers, New Jersey: S. E. Moyer, 1992), 4-6. 
85 Martin, 166. 
86 Martin, 179. 
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equipment to manufacture brooms. Figure 7 shows the broommaker sewing the broom while 
it is being held by a vise. 
Fig. 21.-HWJllO 'ftlll lllllOOJllL . 
Figure 7. A broommaker sewing a broom. Source: Broom-Corn and Brooms. 
The story of the broom manufacturing industry in Iowa began in 1855 with the arrival 
of the Bowen family in Delaware County, Iowa, in northeast Iowa. According to The 
History of Delaware County, Iowa, Containing a History of the County, its Cities, Towns, 
etc., published in 1878: 
In 1855, James H. Bowen, then of Albany, New York, marked out Iowa as a locality 
for raising broom com equal to the Mohawk flats, and in that belief, secured the 
services of Samuel Dickerson, of Schoharie County, New York, to inaugurate the 
business on his piece ofland near Hopkinton [Iowa]. He procured the best machinery 
that could be found. The first crop was raised in 1856, and worked up the Fall and 
Winter [sic] following ... Mr. Bowen continued cultivating brush and manufacturing 
until 1859, when Thomas Ceames embarked upon it. In the meantime, Mr. John 
Tower, an experienced manufacturer, had been employed by Mr. Bowen, and from 
him, Messrs. McLoed, Phillips, Willard, Fields, and some others learned the art of 
making brooms. 87 
87 The History of Delaware County, Iowa, Containing a History of the County, its Cities, Towns, and Etc., A 
Biographical Directory of its Citizens, War Record of its Volunteers in the Late rebellion, General and Local 
Statistics, Portraits of Early Settlers and Prominent Men, History of the Northwest, History of Iowa, Map of 
Delaware County, Constitution of the United States, Miscellaneous Matters, and Etc. (Chicago: Western 
Historical Company, 1878), 392. 
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Appendix A shows a map of Delaware County, Iowa. A county history published in 
1914 recounted this about the Bowen family that settled near Sand Spring, Iowa: 
The manufacture of brooms, which has been an important industry in Sand Spring 
ever since the town was founded, was begun by T. H. and Asa Bowen, at Hopkinton, 
in the Summer of 1856, they having induced some workmen in Schoharie County, 
New York, to come West and work for them. The making of the first broom was the 
occasion for a village jollification. The industry has been a source of considerable 
revenue to the farmers of South Fork Township, and the brooms, being made in the 
best manner, meet with ready sale. 88 
Truman and Asa Bowen were farmers, and successful ones, as will be seen in the next 
chapter. The 1860 population schedule listed Truman Bowen's occupation as "farmer." Ten 
years later, the census enumerator listed Truman's occupation as "grain dealer," while listing 
the occupation of Truman's eldest son, Stephen, aged 21, living in the same household, as 
"farmer." The 1870 agricultural census recorded that the Bowen family received an 
additional income of $25,000 from a broom factory located on their property, yet the census 
enumerator listed no one in the Bowen family as a "broommaker." In 1850, Hadley, 
Massachusetts, had forty-one broommaking factories. Of the forty-one owners, Nobles 
found that thirty of the forty-one listed something else besides "broommaker" as their 
primary occupation.89 In this regards, the Bowens personify the broom shop owners in 
Massachusetts studied by Nobles. They considered farming to be their primary occupation, 
and broommaking to be a sideline occupation that brought in extra money. 
Of the forty-one owners of broom factories in Hadley that Nobles studied, eleven 
identified their occupation as "broommaker." Nobels concluded that this was significant in 
88 John F. Merry, Histmy of Delaware County, Iowa, and its People (Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing 
Company, 1914), 547. The two accounts differ in the names of James and T. H. Bowen. Truman Bowen was 
listed in the 1870 census, but not James Bowen. The author of the first account probably recorded Truman's 
first name incorrectly. 
89 Nobles, 299. 
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itself. Broommaking, wrote Nobles, "may have originated as a byproduct of farming, but by 
1850 it was clear that broommaking had come to be recognized as a distinct form of labor. "90 
The histories of Delaware County, Iowa, bear this out. "The broom factory did a prosperous 
business. Mr. [Asa] Bowen grew the broom com on his farm east of town. He put up a 
building, sent back to New York for a professional broom maker to operate the factory, and 
went into business."91 
Apparently, the Bowen broom factory at Sand Spring was a training ground for others 
in the art of making brooms. One individual who passed through the Bowens' factory was 
William Hoag. Hoag drove a flock of sheep to the Monticello area prior to the American 
Civil War. He stayed in Sand Spring after delivering the sheep, and learned to make brooms. 
After the Civil War, he moved to Monticello, five miles southeast of Sand Spring, opened up 
his own broommaking shop, and proceeded to make brooms, brushes, and feather dusters. In 
1872, he traveled to Chicago with his wares and found ready buyers. His brooms and dusters 
were such a success that, by 1879, he had a payroll of eleven workers and had built a two-
story factory in Monticello.92 According to the 1880 Census, the Hoag and Company 
Brooms and Dusters was the largest broommaking factory in Iowa, both in terms of "Capital 
Invested" ($3,000) and in "Greatest Number of Hands Employed at Any Time During the 
Year" (forty-three). See Appendix D for the list of broom manufacturing establishments in 
Iowa in the 1880 Federal Census. 
In 1880, the Tenth United States Census listed thirty-four broommaking factories 
employing 110 individuals in twenty-seven counties in Iowa, one of which belonged to Mr. 
90 Nobles, 300. 
91 Leigh Clark, Lyman Perkins, and C. J. Matthiessen, Monticello, Iowa, 1836-1986 (Monticello, Iowa: no 
publisher, 1986), 28. 
92 Jerry Davis, "Who Says the Feather Duster is Gone?" The Iowan (August-September, 1954): 26-27, 43-44. 
42 
Hoag. Appendix B shows locations of these factories. One problem quickly emerged from 
the census records. The broommaking factory belonging to C. M. Claffin, of Ottumwa, 
Iowa, was enumerated twice in the census, with conflicting numbers given. This again 
illustrates a problem with the census, that of the accuracy of the information being collected. 
John Hull, Secretary of State for Iowa, wrote about these problems when the returns from the 
1880 census were published in 1883: 
The next census oflowa [scheduled for 1885] should be as comprehensive as any that 
has preceded it ... It is a matter of serious questions, however, whether the machinery 
provided for the purpose by our state laws is calculated to obtain the best results. The 
assessor, whose duty the statute makes it to take the census, has enough to do, in the 
ordinary line of his duty, in the assessment of property ... To add to his work that of 
taking a census, such as should be taken, is to invite inaccuracy, if not neglect ... 
There should be some penalty for failure to give information and for making false 
answers to the inquiries. 93 
Hull pointed out that the accuracy of the information being collected was dependent upon 
two individuals, the person giving the information, and the person recording the information, 
both of which could make mistakes, either through simple error or outright falsification. The 
enumerator in the 1880 census may have missed some information, made a mistake when 
recording something, or been given inaccurate information.94 
The Iowa State Gazetteer for 1880-1881 listed forty-nine entries under the heading, 
"Broom Manufacturers."95 Only about half of the factories listed in the industrial census 
were listed in the Iowa State Gazetteer, and vice versa. What can explain this discrepancy? 
93 John A. T. Hull, Census of Iowa for !880, and the Same Compared With the Findings of Each of the Other 
States and Also With All Former Enumerations of the Territory Now Embraced Within the Limits of the State of 
Iowa, With Other Historical Statistical Data (Des Moines: F. M. Mills, 1883), xlvi. 
94 Schedule C, "Products oflndustry," of the 1880 federal census served as the primary source of information 
about the broom manufacturing industry in Iowa. Appendix D lists the broom manufacturing establishments in 
Iowa as reported in 1880. Information gathered from Schedule C was supplemented with information from the 
population schedule of the same census, as well as information gathered from the Iowa State Gazetteer, an 
annual, subscription-based directory of businesses within the state oflowa. 
95 Appendix C is the list of broom manufacturing establishments listed in the 1880-1881 Iowa State Gazetteer. 
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First, given that farmers often grew broom com and made brooms on a small scale, these 
farm-based operations may not have fit the classification of a "factory" as given in 1880. 
Carroll Wright, in a monograph entitled "Report on the Factory System of the United States," 
included with the published Report on the Manufactures on the United States at the Tenth 
Census (June 1, 1880) Embracing General Statistics and Monographs, defined a factory as 
"where raw material can be converted into finished goods by consecutive, harmonious 
processes, carried along by a central power."96 If this was the definition given to the census 
enumerators when they received instructions on how to conduct the census, then the small 
shops on farms could easily have been overlooked, since they did not meet the definition of a 
factory. Second, one can point to the mistakes made by the census enumerators; they simply 
failed to record every single shop that manufactured brooms. One finds it hard to fault the 
enumerators; they did record 6,921 manufacturing establishments, employing 23,372 men, 
women and children, with almost $34 million invested in capital, that manufactured 
everything from agricultural implements to woolen goods. 97 
These explanations were born out when searching the population schedule of the 
1880 census for the 110 individuals who reportedly were employed in broommaking 
establishments.98 The industrial census, combined with the Iowa State Gazetteer, dictated 
what counties in Iowa should be studied. Ultimately, twenty-nine of the ninety-nine counties 
96 Carroll Wright, "Report on the Factory System of the United States," in Francis Walker, Report on the 
Manufactures of the United States at the Tenth Census (June 1, 1880), Embracing General Statistics and Monographs on: 
Power Used in Manufactures; The Factory System; Interchangeable Mechanism; Hardware, Cutlery, Etc.; Iron and Steel; 
Silk Manufacture; Cotton Manufacture; Woolen Manufacture; Chemical Products and Salt; Glass Manufacture. 
(Washington, D. C.: Government Printing Office, 1883), 548. 
97 "Table IV- Manufactures in Each State and Territory, 1880, Iowa," Report on the Manufactures of the United 
States ... 
98 See Appendix G for the listing of those individuals who gave "broommaker" as their occupation in the 1880 
census. 
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were searched, resulting in locating eighty-six of the 110 individuals.99 The case of the Hoag 
Broom and Duster Company in Monticello again is an useful example. According to the 
1880 industrial census, the Hoag Company employed forty-three individuals. The census 
enumerator for Monticello in Jones County recorded 444 families, and only William Hoag 
gave his occupation as "broommaker." His son, Elmer, age 19, as well as a boarder with the 
family, Enos Clark, age 27, both gave their occupations as "laborer." Where were the other 
forty-two individuals who were supposedly employed by the Hoag Broom and Duster 
Company? The census enumerator recorded seventy-four men as the "head of household" 
who gave their occupation as "laborer." An additional sixty-one men who were not the heads 
of their household also gave their occupation as "laborer." These laborers could be among 
the workers in Hoag's factory. One could argue that the owner of the factory considered 
himself a broommaker, while those that worked in the factory considered themselves mere 
laborers. 
In 1880, the Hoag Broom and Duster Company was the largest broommaking factory 
in Iowa, both in terms of capital invested in the factory and in the greatest number of 
employees. How did it compare, then, to the other broom factories, as recorded in the 1880 
industrial census? The industrial census recorded many details for each factory's operation. 
As indicated earlier, these records are not without some potential for inaccuracies or 
omissions. Very few establishments actually answered each question that posed to them by 
the census enumerator. Appendix D is a transcription of the responses given by the thirty-
99 The population, industrial and agricultural schedules for the 1860, 1870, and 1880 censuses were viewed on 
microfilm at the State Historical Society oflowa and the Parks Library at Iowa State University. The locations 
of the broom factories listed in the industrial censuses dictated what county population records were searched to 
find those who listed "broommaker" as their occupation. 
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four factories. A blank space indicates that the question was left unanswered in the original 
census record. 
If the factories are taken as a whole, one could argue that there was no "typical" 
broom manufacturing establishment in Iowa in 1880. The amount of capital invested in each 
factory varied widely, from a low of $100 to a high of $3,000 (mean=$650). The number 
employed varied from one to forty-three (mean=6). The total wages paid for the year ranged 
from $50 to $7,000 (mean=$1,000.07), with wages for a "skilled mechanic" varying from 
$0.50 to $2.25 per day (mean=$1.61 ). Sixteen factories reported that they operated "full 
time" for twelve months of the year, while only one reported that they operated "halftime" 
for all twelve months. The enumerator also recorded the value of the raw material, which 
varied from $100 to $25,000 (mean=$2,212.06). Raw material included those items 
necessary to manufacture a broom: broom com, wire, handles, nails, and so on. As early as 
1854, broom factories in Iowa did not have to produce their own broom handles. Nathan 
Howe Parker recorded that a handle making factory in Muscatine manufactured 50,000 
broom handles in 1854. 100 The enumerator also recorded the "value of products on hand," in 
other words, the value of the finished brooms stored in the factory and not yet sold. This 
varied from $500 to $36,000 (mean=$1,500). The hours of operation were perhaps the most 
consistent, with factories operating just over ten hours per day May through October 
(mean=l 0.26 hours), and just under ten hours each day from November through May 
100 Nathan Howe Parker, Iowa As It Is In 1855; A Gazetteer for Citizens and a Handbook for Emigrants, 
Embracing a Full Description of the State of Iowa: Her Agricultural, Mineralogical, and Geographical 
Characteristics; Her Water Courses, Timber Lands, Soil, and Climate; the Various Railroad Lines Being Built 
and Those Projected, With the Distances of Each; the Numbers and Condition of Churches and Schools in Each 
County; Population and Business Statistics of the Most Important Towns, and Etc. (Chicago: Keen and Lee, 
1855), 162. 
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(mean=9.94 hours). The consistency in the hours of operation indicates that the work was 
not as seasonal as might have been predicted. 
Grouping these factories, however, results in establishing a profile for each group. 
These factories could be grouped in numerous ways. The two that have been chosen for this 
study are to group them by "Capital Invested" and by "Greatest Number Employed." 101 The 
factories in Appendix E were grouped by capital into three groups: those with investments in 
capital over $1,000; those with between $500 and $1,000 invested; and those with under 
$500 invested in capital. The first group had six factories, the second had twelve, and the 
third had sixteen. Broommaking required little initial capital investment. The Hamilton 
Company catalog of 1884 advertised the "broom and brush tying machine" for $35.00, and 
the "broom press, round" (as the sewing vise was referred to) for $24.00. Thus, for under 
$100, a person could obtain all the necessary specialized broornrnaking equipment. 
The smallest group, with capital invested of under $500, represents those that were 
not heavily invested in the manufacturing of brooms. Unlike the Hoag Company, this group 
did not have a new two-story factory in 1880 that they were using to manufacture brooms. 
Rather, they were probably using farm sheds for this purpose. This group would be most like 
those farmers that Ritchie studied, those that had small shops on the their property that they 
used to manufacture brooms. These smallest factories had $225 invested in capital, on 
average, and employed just over three people each. One factory, the Kenworthy and 
Andrews Sorghum and Broom Factory, employed the most at any time during the year, with 
twelve, but averaged only one employee consistently. These factories paid their "skilled 
101 Appendix E groups the broom factories by "Capital Invested." Appendix F groups the broom factories by 
"Greatest Number of Hands Employed During the Year." 
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mechanics" $1.52 per day, on average, and the "ordinary laborer" $0.91 per day, on average, 
and paid $393.75 in "total wages for the year," figures that were lower than any of the other 
groups. These factories were in operation just as much as the other two groups (being open 
an average of 10.38 hours from May through November and 9.94 hours from November 
through May, but had significantly less raw material and finished product on hand 
(mean=$685.00 and $1,519.56, respectively). 
Perhaps the most unusual fact about the group as a whole was the location of the 
broom factories themselves. While many were located in rural areas, such as the J. 
McCullum Broom Factory in Pleasant Township in Appanoose County or the E. S. Roberts 
Broom Factory, located on the farm of Ebeneezer Roberts in Adair County, at least five were 
located in towns with a sizeable population: Waterloo (population 5,630); Clinton 
(population 9,052); Charles City (population 2,421); Iowa City (population 7,123); and Des 
Moines (population 22,408). The profile that emerges of the sixteen factories in this group, 
then, is that of the small shop, with a couple people working at making brooms, with 
broommaking probably being a supplement to another venture, such as farming or, as in the 
case of Kenworthy and Andrews, the production of sorghum. 
The group of factories with $1,000 or more invested in capital encompasses those that 
were most heavily invested in the business of manufacturing brooms. The Hoag Broom and 
Duster Company is joined by five other factories in this category. Here, again, the most 
surprising aspect of these factories is where they are located. Only one factory, that operated 
by W. G. Lee in Davenport, is located in a city with a population greater than 3,000. 
Monticello had 1,877 people; Hamburg, 2,036; Deep River Township in Clinton County, 
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1,042; Vinton, 2,906; Mount Vernon Township in Black Hawk County, 916; and Davenport, 
21,831. What enabled these factories to invest so much capital into their operations? 
One broom factory was located at the Iowa College for the Blind in Vinton, Iowa. In 
this case, the investment in capital was an investment in the education of the students. 
According to the 1878 Hist01y of Benton County, Iowa, broomaking as a trade for the blind 
"has many advantages; it is easily learned; the material is cheap and easily procured, and the 
machinery employed is inexpensive, and brooms being an absolute necessity will always be 
in demand."102 
The other reason that these factories were able to invest so much more in capital, on 
average, lay in their proximity to the transportation network that had developed in Iowa by 
1880. Each one of these factories was within a very short distance of the railroad, their 
lifeline to markets for their finished product. In addition, these factories were near the source 
of their raw material- the broom com itself. Black Hawk, Fremont, and Scott Counties 
recorded no broom com produced, according to the 1880 agricultural census. However, all 
of the counties were located near counties that produced considerable amounts of broom 
com. For example, Fremont is located immediately west of Page County, a county that 
reported growing 218,500 pounds of broom com. According to John Martin, one ton (2,000 
pounds) of broom com can produce 1, 100 to 1,200 brooms weighing one to one-and-a-fourth 
pounds each. 103 Using this estimate, then, the crop produced in Page County alone was 
102 The History of Benton County, Iowa, Containing a Histmy of the County, its Cities, Towns, and Etc., A 
Biographical Directmy of its Citizens, War Record of its Volunteers in the Late rebellion, General and Local 
Statistics, Portraits of Early Settlers and Prominent Men, History of the Northwest, History of Iowa, Map of 
Benton County, Constitution of the United States, Miscellaneous Matters, and Etc. (Chicago: Western 
Historical Company, 1878), 423. 
103 Martin, 164. 
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enough raw material for more than 120,000 brooms, or over 1,000 "dozens" of brooms. 
Brooms were typically sold and shipped to market in lots of a dozen or a half-dozen. 
These largest factories could import the necessary raw materials, and could export the 
finished product, very easily. This access could justify a large capital investment. But did 
these factories have any other characteristics in common? These factories do not vary all that 
much from the smallest group in terms of the greatest number employed. As a whole, these 
factories employed seventy-seven people throughout the year. However, if you remove the 
two factories that employed the most (the Hoag Company employing forty-three and the 
Iowa College for the Blind employing twelve), the other four factories employed a total of 
twenty-two, leaving a mean of 5.5 employees, lower than the mean (6.25) of the second-
largest group, those with $500 to $1,000 in capital, and less than twice the mean of the 
smallest group (3.20). The hours of operation were not significantly different from the 
smallest group, nor were the months reported that these factories operated "full-time." 
Where this group of large factories differed most from the group of small factories was in the 
area of compensation for their workers. A "skilled mechanic" in these factories earned, on 
average, $1.67 per day, compared with $1.52 in the smallest group. "Ordinary laborers" 
earned on average forty-one cents more in the larger factories than in the smaller factories 
($1.33 to $0.91, respectively). In overall amount of"total wages paid for the year," the 
larger factories recorded paying five times more in wages ($1,850 to $393.75, respectively) 
while only employing one-and-a-half times more individuals, overall (77 to 48, respectively). 
The profile that emerges, then, of this group that encompasses the largest factories is that of a 
substantial building, built with mass production in mind, connected to a means of 
transportation for both importing raw materials and exporting finished products. 
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What of those twelve factories, then, that comprise the middle group, having invested 
between $500 and $1,000 in capital? Can any profile be created for this group? The 
factories in this grouping were diverse in several areas, including geography. These factories 
were located in large cities, such as Des Moines, Dubuque, Ottumwa, and Burlington, as well 
as in very rural areas, such as Lafayette Township in Keokuk County and Grant Township in 
Monona County. The owners of these factories had invested, on average, $650.00 in their 
operations, but employed anywhere from two to fifteen individuals at their busiest times. 
The hours of operation were not significantly different from those of the other two groups, 
operating 10.17 hours on average from May through November and 10.18 hours from 
November through May. The wages earned by skilled mechanics are slightly better in this 
group than in the larger factories ($1.69 per day compared with $1.67). As expected, the 
wages paid to ordinary laborers were between the wages paid of the other two groups, with 
ordinary laborers in this group earning $1.09 per day, as compared with $1.33 and $0.91 in 
the largest and smallest groups, respectively. Total wages paid out by factories in this group 
were greater on average than the total wages paid by the smaller factories by a factor of three. 
The total wages paid out by the larger factories were larger on average than the total wages 
paid out per factory in this middle group by a factor of 1.5. These factories had slightly less 
raw materials ($3,529.17 on average as compared with $3,650.00) and finished products on 
hand ($6,133.67 compared with $6,283.33) when compared to the larger factories. However, 
when the factory belonging to F. A. Miller in Dubuque, is removed from the equation, the 
ratios seen earlier in total wages paid for the year are evident in this group, and the group 
appears to look more like the smaller group than the larger group. F. A. Miller's Broom 
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Factory had on hand $25,000 in materials and $36,000 in finished product on hand at the end 
of the census year. 
The factories in this middle group are different from the larger group in three ways. 
First, a great amount of variability exists in the data given in response to the questions asked 
in the census. Five of the twelve factories did not provide answers to all of the questions. 
The greatest number employed varied from a low of one to a high of fifteen. Wages for 
skilled mechanics varied from $1.00 to $2.00 per day and even greater variability existed in 
the wages paid to an ordinary laborer, from four factories leaving that question blank to a 
high of $1.50. Six factories reported that they were idle for at least one month, with one 
factory reporting that it was idle for eight months. Although the months the factory was idle 
were not recorded, one could argue that this points to a seasonal operation, at least for the 
factories that recorded being idle at some point in the year. Value of materials and value of 
products were also incredibly varied. 
Second, three factories in this group were family operations to some extent. The 
Mount Brothers in Des Moines, Kuhn and Sons in Burlington, and the Ormsby Brothers in 
Bedford are all examples of family-owned and operated broom factories. This is not readily 
apparent in the other groups. The larger factories may have been family-owned, but were too 
large to be completely operated by a single family. The smaller factories typically employed 
only one or two individuals, where the owner was oftentimes the sole operator. 
The third way that these factories differed is not apparent from the data included in 
the industrial census. Seven of the twelve owners of these broom factories reported farming 
as an occupation in addition to broommaking, and all raised broom com to some extent on 
their farm. Not only were these individuals manufacturing brooms and raising crops and 
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livestock, they were also cultivating broom com. An article entitled "Broom Com Growers" 
from the Iowa State Register, illustrated this point: 
The broom com growers met in the city [Des Moines] yesterday. Mr. E. Kerr was 
elected chairman, and Mr. C.H. Van Epps, secretary. Some business was transacted 
of special interest only to those concerned. It was decided to call a national 
convention of broom com growers at Chicago sometime in the month of 
April. .. Permanent officers of the state organization were elected as follows: President 
A. Harvey of Cedar Rapids, Secretary C.H. Van Epps of Wilton Junction, and 
Lyman James of Des Moines. 104 
The C. H. Van Epps is the same Charles Van Epps that operated a broom factory in Cedar 
County. In the 1880 population census, Lyman James of Des Moines gave his occupation 
only as "broommaker." The profile that emerges, then, of these factories in the middle group 
is by far the most varied of the three groups. These were factories in transition, moderate 
economic ventures, relying on family labor supplemented with hired help, with incredibly 
varied ties to the market. 
The group profiles change very little when grouping the factories by the number of 
people employed. 105 Six factories are in the top grouping, those employing more than eight 
workers. If the argument were that larger factories were more invested in the mass 
production of brooms, the expectation would be that there would be less variability and more 
standardization in indicators such as the wages paid, the hours and months of operation, and 
the value of materials and products on hand. In the case of the hours and months of 
operation, there is almost no variability. Each factory reported being open ten hours per day 
from May through November, and ten hours per day from November through May. All but 
two reported operating "full-time" for twelve months during the year. One of those that 
104 "Broom Com Growers," Iowa State Register, February 15, 1878. 
105 Appendix D shows the broommaking factories grouped by "Greatest Number Employed." 
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operated less than twelve months was the Iowa College for the Blind, which reported being 
idle for three months. The workers in that factory were students, and the operations of the 
factory followed the school year. The reasons why the other factory, run by Charles Van 
Epps, was idle for two months are less clear. 
The wages paid to a skilled mechanic in this group of factories varies from $0.50 to 
$2.00, for a mean of $1.46. However, the Iowa College for the Blind was paying its 
workers/students only $0.50 per day, and recorded no wage for ordinary laborers. If that 
wage is removed from the equation, the mean wage paid to skilled mechanics increases to 
$1.65 per day. The Iowa School for the Blind was in essence a vocational school, training its 
students in a trade that would sustain them in their working years. Four of the six reported 
paying wages to ordinary laborers, ranging from $0. 7 5 to $1.25 per day, for a mean of $1.00. 
The greatest variability is in the value of materials and the value of products on hand at the 
time of the census. The value of materials varied from a low of $500 to a high of $25,000, 
while the value of finished products varied from a low of $1,200 to a high of $36,000. The 
only factory to report any sort of power used in the factory was the Kenworthy and Andrews 
Sorghum and Broom Factory, which reported using "two horsepower," although the source 
of the power was not given. More than likely, the horsepower was being applied in the 
production of sorghum molasses, and not in the manufacture of brooms. As seen in the 
illustrations from Broom-Corn and Brooms, all of the machinery for making brooms was 
hand- or foot-powered. 
The groups of factories employing three to eight individuals and under three 
individuals are just as varied in the same categories as the group employing more than eight 
individuals. The hours of operation were only slightly more varied in these groups than in 
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the largest group. The wages paid to a skilled mechanic and an ordinary laborer in the 
smallest and medium-sized factories were as good as, or even better, on average, than in the 
larger factories. Skilled mechanics earned $1.46 and $1. 75, respectively, and ordinary 
laborers earned $1.38 and $1.12, respectively. In the group of smallest factories, however, 
only three of the eleven reported paying any wages to ordinary laborers. Seven of the eleven 
in the smallest group were operating full-time for twelve months, while five of the seventeen 
in the middle group were operating at that level. Three factories in the smallest group were 
idle for five months or more, while two factories in the middle group were idle for more than 
five months per year. 
Two differing and distinct profiles emerge, then, from studying these factories in 
terms of the number of employees at each location. Those employing more than eight 
individuals most closely resemble what would be considered an industrial profile, with these 
factories heavily invested in the manufacturing process, with consistent hours and months of 
operation, and, presumably, a systematic manufacturing process. This profile would fit the 
Hoag Broom and Duster Company, as well as the Bowen broom factory in Sand Spring, with 
income from "non-farm sources" equaling $25,000. Larger factories were more likely to 
have a larger stockpile of raw material and finished product on hand than the other two 
groups. The two groups employing less than eight individuals most closely resemble the 
traditional profile of a small operation, in line with the shops studied by Garrison in Franklin 
County, Massachusetts, in the 1820s. These two groups differed mainly in the value of 
material and the value of finished products on hand at the end of the year. The smaller 
factories were more likely to have family members working in the factory, and to be seasonal 
in operation. 
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What of the workers that labored in these broom factories? Can a profile be created 
about these laborers in a way similar to what Nobles concluded about the broommakers in 
Hadley, Massachusetts, in 1850? Appendix G lists the eighty-six broommakers found in 
Iowa in the population schedule for the 1880 census. In Appendix H, the broommakers are 
grouped first by nativity. In Appendix I, those born in Iowa are separated into their own sub-
group. Each of these groups will be studied in tum in order to create a profile, if possible, of 
the "typical" employee in a broom factory in 1880. 
Table 2. Characteristics of Broommakers in Iowa in 1880. • 
Number of broom manufacturing establishments: 34 
Number of persons identified as "broommakers": 86 
Gender: Male: 
Female: 
Marital Status: Married: 
Single: 
Widowed/Divorced: 
Age: 14-19 
20-24 
25-29 
30-34 
35-39 
40-49 
50 and older 
Mean Age: 
Head of Household: Yes: 60 No: 
59 
25 
2 
8 
9 
7 
15 
5 
21 
21 
39.988 years 
26 
Nativity: Place of birth a state in the United States: 76 
Place of birth a country other than the United States: 10 
a. Source: Population Schedule of the Tenth United States Census, 1880. 
b. Schedule 3, "Manufactures," of the 1880 United States Census gives I JO as the number of people employed. However, 
this researcher was unable to find all 110. 
Nobles grouped the broommakers in Hadley by age (see Table 1). If those same 
groupings were used for the eighty-six broommakers in Iowa in 1880, then the table would 
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look like Table 2. Since so many broommakers are in the top two age brackets, it might be 
helpful to show how the broommakers in the upper groups are distributed. Table 3 shows the 
top two brackets divided into smaller categories. 
Table 3. Distribution of Broommakers in Iowa Over Age 50 
Age: 40-44 
45-49 
50-59 
60-69 
15 
6 
9 
10 
70 and older 2 
It makes sense, and the statistical methods illustrate this, that age and status as "head 
of household" are positively correlated (r=0.60). In addition, it also makes sense that age and 
marital status are positively correlated (r=0.57). An older male person would be more likely 
to be married and to be listed as the head of the household where he resided. Almost anyone 
would be very surprised if the youngest person identified in this study as a "broommaker," 
Virgil Simson, a 14-year-old from Chariton in Lucas County, were married and listed as the 
head of the household in which he lived. Thus, in contrast to the broommaker profile created 
by Nobles, the "typical" broommaker in 1880 Iowa was more likely to be older, head of the 
household in which he lived, married, and born in America. 
Nineteen of the eighty-six reported an occupation other than "broommaker" as their 
primary occupation. One gave his occupation as a "broom peddlar," one listed his 
occupation as "broommaker and carpenter," and two gave their occupations as "sorghum 
makers and broom makers." However, fifteen of the nineteen who listed their occupation as 
something other than solely "broommaker" listed "farmer." Two items are significant here. 
First, sixty-seven did list broommaker as their primary occupation, a significant percentage. 
Without any figures on the income they received from this occupation, the very fact that they 
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listed it as their primary occupation leads to the conclusion that they could support 
themselves and perhaps a family by making brooms. Second, the individuals who reported 
farming in addition to broommaker as their occupation fit the profile provided by Garrison 
and Nobles of the owners of broom factories. As mentioned earlier, Nobles found that, in 
Hadley, "broommaking did not appear to be a full-time calling for the owners of those shops. 
Thirty of the forty-one broom shops were owned by men who listed their occupation as 
something other than 'broommaker'- usually farmers." 106 
When the individuals are grouped by nativity, the characteristics are similar between 
the various groups. The characteristics of the sub-group consisting of those born in Iowa are 
not surprising. These individuals, for the most part, are young (mean age= 23.0), single 
(nine of eleven are single), and only two of the eleven are the head of the household in which 
they live. 107 The sub-group consisting of those born in countries other than the United States 
also reveals no surprises. They were on average slightly older than those born in Iowa (mean 
age= 42.2 years). Nine of the ten were the head of the household where they live, and nine 
were married. They came from a variety oflocations: Baden, Bavaria, Canada, Germany, 
Ireland, Sweden, Switzerland, and two from England. Perhaps the most unusual single 
characteristic of this group was where they settled; seven of the ten settled in areas with more 
than 9,000 residents. The others settled in areas close to large cities and towns (Conesville is 
near Muscatine, population 8,295; Mount Vernon township is in Black Hawk County near 
Waterloo, population 5,630; and LaMotte is in Jackson County, population 23,771). 
106 Nobles, 299. 
107 One individual, John Bair of Keokuk County, was sixty-five, and claimed to be born in Iowa. However, 
Iowa had only become a state in 1846, so his claim of being a native-born Iowan is tenuous at best. 
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Can any conclusions be drawn about those that were born in the United States? Two-
thirds of the individuals in this group were the head of the household where they resided, 
and, not surprising, the same ratio were married. The size of their families was slightly 
smaller, on average, than the family size of those born in other countries (mean= 4.42 and 
mean= 5.33, respectively). These individuals lived in large cities and small towns, as well as 
on farms. Besides Iowa, the broommakers gave thirteen other states as "places of birth." 
Forty-nine of the seventy-six native-born individuals listed one of five states- New York, 
Ohio, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Illinois- as their place of birth. Each of these states had 
significant broom corn production at some point in their history. It is conceivable, though 
beyond the scope of this study, that at least some of these individuals could have known how 
to make brooms prior to moving to Iowa. The Bowen family, by all accounts, moved to Iowa 
from New York specifically for the fertile soil and opportunity to raise broom corn and to 
manufacture brooms. 
Three of the eighty-six individuals in this population do have one unusual 
characteristic in common; they were blind. Given that the Iowa College for the Blind in 
Vinton, Iowa, had a vocational school that taught broommaking as a trade for individuals 
who were blind, this should now come as no surprise. Upon graduating from the college, it is 
reasonable to expect the students to put their knowledge to productive use. According to the 
History of Benton County, Iowa, broommaking was considered an ideal occupation for those 
who were blind. As late as 1914, the city ofNew York retained an instructor in 
broommaking for the express purpose of teaching broommaking to blind men. For this 
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position, the City of New York paid the instructor a salary of $720.00 per year. 108 
Manufacturers ofbroommaking equipment even referred to this in their catalogs. In 1903, 
the Baltimore Broom Machine Company began manufacturing automatic broom stitching 
machines. Automatic stitching machines could stitch the broom at a much faster rate than a 
man could do by hand. As late as the 1940s, the Baltimore Broom Machine Company catalog 
carried a picture of the Sewing Department at the Broom Factory of the Pennsylvania 
Working Home for Blind Men, with the heading, "Blind men can and do operate Baltimore 
Stitchers- A scene gratifying to those interested in the capabilities of the blind." 
In his discussion of the broom manufacturing industry in and around Hadley, 
Massachusetts, Gregory Nobles argued, "The very existence of 'broommaker' as an 
occupational identity for those eleven broom shop owners- and indeed for the ninety-nine 
other Hadley residents identified as broommakers in the census records- is revealing in itself, 
for it points to the emergence of broommaking as an identifiable, or identifying, form of 
work."109 
This trend identified by Nobles in Massachusetts was firmly established in Iowa by 
1880. In a literal sense, broommaking and broommakers had "come of age." The 
broommakers in Iowa were older and more established, as evidenced by the correlation 
between age, head of household status, and marital status. Is there a "typical" profile for the 
broom factories in Iowa? The answer is both "yes" and "no." These factories were in a 
period of transition between being farm-based factories and large, commercial ventures, as 
evidenced by the results of grouping the factories by amount of capital invested and by the 
108 Civil Service Commission of the City of New York. Municipal Civil Service Commission of the City of New 
York, Rules and Classifications as Prescribed and Established December 4, 1903, With Amendments to July 11, 
1914. (New York: Trow Press: 1914), 60. 
109 Nobles, 300. 
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number of people employed. Individuals in Iowa could support a family by making brooms, 
if they so chose to do so. The important conclusion is this- by 1880, broommaking was a 
legitimate career path for more than the "young, unmarried, property-less, farmer's son." 
The broom manufacturing industry had moved beyond its agricultural roots and become a 
legitimate occupation for the head of a household in 1880. 
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CHAPTER4: 
The Bowens, The Peltons, and the Metzgers: 
Three Broommaking Families in Iowa and the 
Stages of an Iowa Industry 
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At an early period, "production for self consumption" was the leading purpose [of 
farmers]; now, no farmer would find it profitable to "do everything himself." He now 
sells for money, and it is in his interest to buy for money, every article that he cannot 
produce cheaper than he can buy ... He produces that which he can raise and sell to 
the best advantage, and he is in a situation to buy all that he can purchase, cheaper 
than he can produce. Time and labor have become cash articles, and he neither lends 
nor borrows them. His farm does not merely afford him a subsistence, it produces 
capital. 110 . 
In 1852, Horatio Seymour spoke these words in his presidential address to the New 
York Agricultural Society. Seymour's comments, wrote Clarence Danhof, represented an 
"acceptance of agriculture as market-focused, profit-motivated, and characterized by a 
rational approach to technology, that is, agriculture as business."111 Danhof used a quote 
from the editors of The Plow, The Loom, and The Anvil, a weekly agricultural periodical, to 
reinforce the shift that had occurred in agriculture in the nineteenth century. "The farmer 
who is wide awake to his business should watch, as well as follow, the markets. He should 
know what crops will sell well ... [and] he should conform his cultivation to it." The editors 
of The Plow, The Loom, and The Anvil saw no problem with the farmer producing for a 
market. "It is not the crop on which the farmer himself sets the value that should be raised by 
him, but the crops he can produce at the least expense and sell to the greatest profit. .. Let 
him sell flowers if there be profit in it. Why not?"112 
In the early nineteenth century, this drive for profit had led farmers in New England, 
especially around Hadley, Massachusetts, to cultivate broom com and to manufacture 
brooms in small shops on their farms. Howard Russell and J. Ritchie Garrison both 
discussed the advantages to this system when almost anyone could make their own brooms. 
no Clarence Danhof, Change in Agriculture: The Northern United States, 1820-1870, (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1969), 23. 
111 Danhof, 22. 
112 Danhof, 145. 
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Broom corn could be raised on the farm, the tassels could be manufactured into brooms when 
the routines of farming allowed, and the seeds could be fed to livestock. According to 
Gregory Nobles, "Broommaking seemed to fit almost perfectly into the rhythm and economy 
of the family farm." 113 
As early as 1833, some individuals had entered the broom manufacturing industry 
and found enough success that they could devote their full attention to the manufacturing of 
brooms. In 1833, the editors of The New England Farmer wrote this about a broom factory 
in Hadley: "Mr. Shipman, of Hadley, is one of the most extensive, if not the largest, Broom 
Manufacturer in New England. His Factory is spacious, and not less than 50,000 corn 
brooms we suspect are annually made and sold by him."114 In 1833, however, Mr. Shipman 
was the exception to the rule. Mr. Shipman's success might be attributed in part to the fact 
that he married Mary Dickinson, daughter of Levi Dickinson, the man credited with 
beginning Hadley's broom industry. 115 
However, as the 1835 excerpt from The New England Farmer at the start of this study 
illustrated, a situation where the farmer was both producing broom corn and manufacturing 
brooms was not ideal for many reasons, foremost among them the poor quality of the brooms 
that were sold in the marketplace. By 1850, broom production in Hadley had shifted from 
the farm to factories, but the majority of the owners of these factories retained their economic 
roots in farming and used broommaking to supplement their income, as shown by Nobles' 
study. By 1880 in Iowa, broommaking was a legitimate option for at least eighty-six 
individuals who reported that as their occupation to the census enumerator. This shift from 
113 Gregory Nobles, "Commerce and Culture: A Case Study of the Rural Broommaking Business in 
Antebellum Massachusetts," Journal of the Early American Republic, 4(Fall 1984):291-292. 
114 "Broom Com," New England Farmer, 25 September 1833: n. p. 
115 Nobles, 299. 
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fann to factory illustrates the maturation process that occurs within any industry. Three Iowa 
families involved in the broom manufacturing industry illustrate how the industry developed, 
matured, and declined over the course of 150 years. 
The Bowen family moved from New York to Iowa in the 1850s, and their 
experiences illustrate the broom manufacturing industry in its infancy in Iowa. The Bowens 
were farmers first, and broommaking was very much a secondary, albeit a very profitable, 
side business. Within twenty years of moving to Iowa, the Bowens were no longer 
manufacturing brooms. The Pelton family came to Iowa from Connecticut in the 1870s. 
Originally, they were farmers, and manufactured brooms on the side. The younger Peltons 
did not tum away from broommaking; rather, they embraced it wholeheartedly, and 
eventually had broom factories across the state oflowa by the early decades of the twentieth 
century. The Peltons illustrate the adolescence, maturity, and decline of an industry. The 
Metzger family came to Iowa from Pennsylvania in the 1890s. The head of the household, 
James, was a broommaker in Pennsylvania, and the family business continued in Iowa for 
four generations. The Metzgers, broommakers from the start, also illustrate the maturity and 
decline of an industry. Each family faced trials and tribulations that mirrored the ebbs and 
flows of a much larger industry over the span of 150 years. 
In reference to the industrialization of America that occurred in the early nineteenth 
century, Walter Licht stated that no single "blanket" history of industrialization could 
possibly explain the various paths taken by industrialization in America in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. He wrote, "Complexity and diversity marked the whole process of 
industrialization ... Industrialization destroyed certain skills and occupations but created 
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others; this process similarly generated both small- and large-scale enterprise."116 According 
to Licht, industrialization during the early nineteenth century had three major components: 
scarcity oflabor, interchangeable parts, and standardization. Scarcity oflabor made 
Americans more open to using labor-saving machinery. The standardization of processes, as 
well as the calibration of machines, and the development of interchangeable parts, meant that 
the process of manufacturing any article could be done in parts, or stages. 117 Prior to Licht, 
Alan Marcus and Howard Segal wrote that technology supplied the path to "almost 
inconceivable prosperity" in America. America was a land of vast resources and limited 
labor. Technology was the answer to the shortage oflabor, and Americans built upon the 
technical developments that resulted from England's industrial revolution. The development 
of uniform, inter-changeable parts, as well as the perfecting of drive shafts and leather belts, 
allowed a unique American factory system to develop. As machines replaced workers, 
production and profits from these factories increased dramatically. 118 For the broom 
manufacturing industry, this meant the development of machines to manufacture brooms, and 
the beginnings of a uniform article for sale, a move applauded by The New England Farmer. 
Licht identified four industrial paths in early America: the mill village; the one-
industry city; the diversified manufacturing center, such as New York or Philadelphia; and 
Southern industrial slavery. The broom manufacturing industry fell into the first two 
categories. Broom manufacturing was first conducted by farmers on their own farm as a 
sideline, in much the same way that Samuel Slater, according to Licht, had used family labor 
116 Walter Licht, Industrializing America: The Nineteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1995), 21. 
117 Licht, 38-42. 
118 A. I Marcus and H.P. Segal, Technology in America: A Brieflntroduction 2nd. Ed. (Fort Worth, Texas: 
Harcourt Brace, 1989) 41, 74-75, 87-89. 
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to run his mills. In an example of the one-industry city, Hadley, Massachusetts, was to 
broommaking what Lowell, Massachusetts, was to the textile industry. 119 In Hadley, 
broommaking was the second largest source of employment, second only to agriculture. 
In the mid-1850s, Asa and Truman Bowen came to Delaware County, Iowa. The 
Bowens' role in the Iowa broommaking industry was much like the role Licht attributed to 
Samuel Slater in mill villages in New England. Slater organized villages around a water-
powered textile mill. The Bowens saw Iowa as a land where broom com could be grown and 
brooms manufactured, and they drew workers to Iowa from other parts of the country. 120 
In 1857, the secretary of the Delaware County Agricultural Society wrote this about 
Delaware County in his report to the secretary of the Iowa State Agricultural Society: 
This County is in its infancy; to a great extent, it has only been settled about 4 years. 
Our prospects are bright for wealth and usefulness. Our County is rather rolling, with 
a soil that cannot be surpassed by any in the State for all kinds of grain and vegetables 
that grow in this climate. We have fine lime stone and a good portion of timber; also 
exceptional springs, gushing from the banks of the brooks and rills, flowing down to 
the Mississippi. It is settled with an industrious, intelligent and enterprising 
people. 121 
If this account is accurate, Delaware County was organized in 1853, and was in its 
infancy, much like the state's broom manufacturing industry. The author obviously saw a 
bright future for the county and its inhabitants. Boosterism of this sort was common across 
America, practically from the time of the first colonists. The resources of the country were 
vast and seemingly limitless. Lewis Atherton, in describing the Midwest, wrote, "Men 
enamored with the idea of progress established country towns in order to share in the 
119 Licht, 22-37. 
120 Again, refer to Appendix A for a map of Delaware County. 
121 Fourth Annual Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society to the General Assembly for the Year 1857, 
(Des Moines, Iowa: J. Treesdale, 1858) 236. 
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blessings which lay ahead. To them, the present was superior to the past, and future held 
. ,,122 
even greater promise. 
Following the conclusion of the Revolutionary War, wrote Donald Parkerson, a new 
generation of Americans was born. For this generation, "nothing seemed impossible ... Most 
were supremely confident in the glorious future of the United States." Parkerson argued that 
this generation was unique from those that came before it; they were the first to truly 
experience a market economy and consumerism, and their desire fueled the growth of 
industry in America. This generation was also the most restless. As America expanded, held 
Parkerson, the young and those without property were the most likely to migrate from their 
homes. 123 Nobles asserted that the broom factories in Hadley employed just this type of 
individual, and offered farmers the opportunity to keep family members in the area longer. 
"In general, the common profile of the Hadley broommaker- the young, unmarried farmer's 
son whose chances of obtaining a suitable inheritance in land were sometimes questionable-
was precisely that of the kind of person in most agrarian communities who would be most 
likely to leave."124 Recall that Nobles also concluded that most of the forty-one owners of 
the broom factories in Iowa did not view broommaking as their primary occupation; only 
eleven owners gave "broommaker" to the census enumerator as their primary occupation. 
The Bowens personify the profile Nobles created of the broom shop owners in 1850 
Hadley, Massachusetts. Having come to Iowa from New York in the mid-1850s, they 
brought with them an existing industry model, where broommaking was a sideline to the 
122 Lewis Atherton, Main Street on the Middle Border (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press,1954), 
330. 
123 Donald Parkerson, The Agricultural Transition in New York State: Markets and Migrations in Mid-
Nineteenth-Century America, (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 1995), 3-31. 
124 Gregory Nobles, "Commerce and Culture: A Case Study of the Rural Broommaking Business in 
Antebellum Massachusetts," Journal of the EarZv Republic 4, no. 3 (Fall 1984): 305-306. 
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main business of farming. However, unlike the thousands of people who were migrating to 
Iowa in the mid-nineteenth century, the Bowens apparently had broommaking in mind when 
they chose Iowa as a destination. 
In 1860, the census enumerator recorded a "T. H. Bowman" residing with his wife 
and six children in South Fork Township, near the town of Hopkinton. The enumerator of 
the agricultural census for 1860 recorded a "T. H. Bouman."125 Truman may have been 
mentioned first in the census, but it appeared that Asa, his brother, was the first permanent 
resident of Sand Spring. According to Belle Bailey, the town of Sand Spring was platted in 
1858 by Truman Bowen and L. H. Langworthy, of the Southwestern Railroad Company. 
"The first house in the village was the log cabin of Asa C. Bowen ... For a number of years, 
the raising of broom-com and brooms was an important industry conducted by the Bowen 
brothers."126 According to John Merry, "The making of the first broom was the occasion for 
a village jollification. This industry has been a source of considerable revenue to the farmers 
of South Fork Township, and the brooms, being made in the best manner, meet with ready 
sale."127 
The Bowens were farmers, and successful ones by many accounts. As with the 
majority of broom shop owners in 1850 in Hadley, the Bowens were involved in more than 
broommaking. By the 1860 census, Truman Bowen had established a farm in Delaware 
County. Judging by the responses Truman gave to the census enumerator and that were 
recorded on the 1860 agricultural census, he was a recently arrived farmer with a new 
125 T. H. Bowman and T. H. Bouman are undoubtedly the same individual. Recall the remarks, given in 
Chapter 3, of Iowa Secretary of State John Hull in 1883 about the accuracy of the census. 
126 Belle Bailey, A History of Delaware County, Iowa, 1834-1934. (n.p.: Delaware County Historical Society, 
1935), 167. 
127 Merry, 547. 
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operation. Table 4 summarizes the information from the 1860 agricultural census, both for 
the Bowens and the township as a whole. Truman Bowen was below the township average 
in all categories save three: cash value of machines ($65.00 vs. township average of $58.67), 
bushels of Irish potatoes harvested ( 100 vs. 48), and dollar value of animals sold or 
slaughtered ($200 vs. $73.00). Note that no mention was made of acreage of broom com 
cultivation, or pounds of brush produced. All signs point to a farmer who recently began his 
operation. 
Table 4. Responses as given by the Bowens on the 1860 federal census, schedule of agricultural products. 
Census question. 
T. H. Asa Stephen Township Township 
Name Bowen Bowen ° Bowen b Totals c Averages d 
Improved Land 20 9275 87.5 
Unimproved Land 0 834 7.8 
Cash Value-Farm 200 96,925 914.39 
Cash Value-Machines 65 6220 58.67 
#of Horses 0 370 3.5 
#of Mules and Asses 0 4 0.04 
# of Milch Cows 3 415 3.9 
#of Working Oxen 1 pair 167 1.575 
# of Other Cattle 3 620 5.85 
#of Sheep 0 405 3.82 
#of Swine 4 1052 9.92 
Value of Livestock 185 43,957 414.67 
Wheat (bushels) 0 8,892 83.88 
Rye (bushels) 0 66 0.67 
Indian Com (bushels) 250 32,438 306.01 
Oats (bushels) 0 18,744 176.83 
Rice (lbs.) 0 0 0 
Tobacco 0 0 0 
Cotton (bales) 0 0 0 
Wool (lbs.) 0 432 4.1 
Peas and Beans (bushels) 0 7 0.067 
Irish Potatoes (bushels) 100 5,154 48.62 
Sweet Potatoes (bushels) 0 29 0.27 
Barley (bushels) 0 205 1.93 
Buckwheat (bushels) 0 47 0.44 
Orchard Products ($) 0 0 0 
Wine (gallons) 0 0 0 
Produce of Market Gardens ($) 0 0 0 
Dairy Products- Butter (lbs.) 200 23,110 218.01 
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Table 4. (continued) 
Census question 
T.H. Asa Stephen Township Township 
Name Bowen Bowen Bowen Totals Averages 
Dairy Products- Cheese (lbs.) 0 6,430 60.66 
Hay (tons) 10 2,004 18.9 
Seeds- Clover (bushels) 0 0 0 
Seeds- Grass (bushels) 0 156 1.47 
Hops (lbs.) 0 10 0.09 
Hemp- dew-rotted (tons) 0 0 0 
Hemp- water-rotted (tons) 0 0 0 
Hemp, other (tons) 0 0 0 
Flax (lbs.) 0 0 0 
Flaxseed (bushels) 0 0 0 
Silk Cocoons (lbs.) 0 0 0 
Sugar- Maple (lbs.) 0 0 0 
Sugar- Cane (1,000 lb. barrels) 0 0 0 
Bees- Wax (lbs.) 0 120 1.13 
Bees- Honey (lbs.) 0 350 3.3 
$ Value of Home Manufacture 0 414 3.91 
$Value of Animals 
Sold/Slaughtered 200 7,756 73.17 
a. Asa Bowen was not listed in the 1860 census. 
b. Stephen Bowen, son of Asa Bowen, was not listed in the 1860 Census. 
c. N = I 06 people responding to the agricultural census. 
d. Arithmetic mean, x I I 06. 
By the 1870 census, the Bowen family had dramatically increased its farming 
operation. Truman's brother, Asa, and Truman's son, Stephen, were included in the 
agricultural census. 128 The summaries of their responses on the 1870 agricultural census are 
summarized in Table 5. Truman gave his occupation in the 1870 population census as "grain 
dealer," while Stephen, his son, was listed as "farmer." Presumably, Stephen was managing 
the daily operations of the farm, while his father was focused on other responsibilities. Asa 
Bowen's occupation was listed as "farmer." Instead of being below the township averages in 
many areas, the Bowen operations in 1870 were at or above the averages by considerable 
amounts. Four specific categories bear mentioning: cash value of the farm, dairy production, 
128 The enumerator listed Asa Bowen twice in the agricultural census. This probably means that Asa had two, 
non-contiguous farms. 
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value of machinery, and value of home manufacturing. In all four areas, the Bowens 
exceeded the township averages by tremendous amounts. In reporting the value of the farm, 
Truman listed $10,000, Stephen $20,000, and Asa, since he was recorded twice, $5,000 and 
$3,500. The township average was $3,337.01. 
Table 5. Responses as given by the Bowens on the 1870 federal census, schedule of agricultural products. 
Township 
Name T. H. Bowen Asa Bowen a Asa Bowen Stephen Bowen Township Totals c Averages c 
Improved Land 300 156 11 500 24,256 228.83 
Wooded Land 0 0 0 80 3,297 16.82 
Other Land 0 0 0 0 224 1.14 
Cash Value-Farm 10,000 5,000 3,500 20,000 654,055 3,337.01 
Cash Value-Machines 300 200 0 500 25,105 128.09 
Total Amount Paid-Wages & Board 1,500 250 0 2,000 22,625 115.43 
#of Horses 6 2 2 6 735 3.75 
# of Mules and Asses 0 0 0 0 26 0.15 
#of Milch Cows 20 30 2 50 1,059 5.4 
#of Working Oxen 0 0 0 0 10 0.05 
# of Other Cattle 10 6 0 0 1,399 7.14 
#ofSheep 0 0 0 0 235 1.2 
#ofSwine 25 15 6 10 5,740 29.3 
Value of Livestock 1,480 1,310 290 2,100 124,018 632.75 
Spring Wheat (bushels) 100 0 0 500 26,387 134.62 
Winter Wheat (bushels) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Rye (bushels) 200 0 0 0 0 0 
Indian Com (bushels) 200 0 0 600 81,280 414.69 
Oats (bushels) 0 0 0 0 46,884 239.2 
Barley (bushels) 0 0 0 0 25 0.13 
Buckwheat (bushels) 0 0 0 0 32 0.16 
Rice (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Tobacco 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Cotton (bales) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Wool (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Peas and Beans (bushels) 0 0 0 0 3 0.015 
Irish Potatoes (bushels) 30 0 40 100 9,375 47.8 
Sweet Potatoes (bushels) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Orchard Products ($) 0 0 0 0 368 1.88 
Wine (gallons) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Produce of Market Gardens($) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Dairy Products- Butter (lbs.) 500 200 0 1,000 46,980 240 
Dairy Products- Cheese (lbs.) 0 6,000 0 20,000 44,900 229.09 
Dairy Products- Milk Sold (gallons) 0 0 0 0 8,381 42.76 
Hay (tons) 50 80 0 200 4,326 22.07 
Seeds- Clover (bushels) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 5. (continued) 
Census question 
Township 
Name T. H. Bowen Asa Bowen Asa Bowen Stephen Bowen Township Totals Averages 
Seeds- Grass (bushels) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Hops (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Hemp (tons) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Flax (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Flaxseed (bushels) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Silk Cocoons (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Sugar- Maple (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Sugar- Cane (1,000 lb. barrels) 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Molasses (gallons) 0 0 0 0 503 2.57 
Bees- Wax (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 400 2.04 
Bees- Honey (lbs.) 0 0 0 0 340 1.73 
Forest Products ($) 0 0 0 0 30 0.15 
$ Value of Home Manufacture 0 0 0 brooms- 25,000 25,000 127.55 
$Value of Animals Sold/Slaughtered 0 2000 100 500 35,867 182.99 
Estimated$ Value, All Farm Production 355 1,540 115 7,810 150,093 765.78 
a. Asa Bowen had two entries in the 1870 census for agriculture. 
b. N = 196 people responding to the agricultural census. 
c. Arithmetic mean, x I 196. 
Two areas indicate that the Bowens had a large dairy operation. Stephen Bowen 
reported producing 1,000 pounds of butter, and 20,000 pounds of cheese. Township 
averages were 240 and 230 pounds, respectively. Truman produced 500 pounds of butter, 
and Asa reported 200 pounds of butter and 6,000 pounds of cheese. The Bowens were 
certainly not consuming all of these dairy products within their own family. 
This conclusion is also suggested by the cash value of machinery that the Bowens had 
on hand, as well as the value of the board and wages paid by the Bowens. Stephen Bowen 
listed $500 in cash value of machinery, almost four times the township average of $128.09. 
He also listed $2,000 in wages and board paid, more than seventeen times the township 
average of $115.43. Truman listed an additional $1,500 in room and wages paid, and Asa 
reported $250.00. A large butter and cheese operation could account for the machinery and 
wages, as could the final category. 
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The broommaking operation appeared in the last category, "dollar value of home 
manufacture." Stephen Bowen reported an income of $25,000 in answer to the enumerator's 
question. Next to the answer, the enumerator scribbled a note: "from brooms." Keep in 
mind that, for under $100, a farmer could purchase all of the necessary machinery for 
manufacturing brooms. Also remember that the Bowens had "induced some workmen in 
Schoharie County, New York, to come West and work for them."129 The value of machinery 
and the wages paid could easily have gone to the workmen in the broom factory, while the 
Bowens concentrated on the dairy operation. The Bowen operation continued to grow in the 
early 1870s, so much so that A. T. Andreas included the farm of Asa Bowen in his Andreas 
Atlas of Iowa in 1875. 
Walter Licht wrote that Samuel Slater was involved in almost every aspect of the mill 
town, from platting the mill village and buying farm ground around the village to building 
homes, schools, and churches for the families that worked in his mills. 130 The Bowens were 
equally involved in their community. According to one source, Lenox College in Hopkinton, 
a town near Sand Spring, was first named Bowen's Collegiate Institute. In 1856, Chauncey 
Bowen of Chicago, brother of Asa and Truman, donated $500 to the new school on the 
condition that he could name the institution. 131 In addition, the 1914 history of Delaware 
County by John Merry listed Truman H. Bowen as the first postmaster in Sand Spring. 132 
Asa Bowen was equally involved in the community. He was instrumental, first, in 
obtaining rail service for Sand Spring, and then, in maintaining that rail line. The Bowens 
129 John F. Merry, History of Delaware County, Iowa, and its People (Chicago: S. J. Clarke Publishing 
Company, 1914), 547. 
130 Licht, 23-24. 
131 W.R. Ferguson, The Biography of Lenox College (Hopkinton, Iowa: Hopkinton Leader, 1949), 2. 
132 Merry, 265. 
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had worked very hard to get a rail line to Sand Spring, recognizing how the route would 
connect farm products with the market, and bring in supplies and manufactured goods. In 
1859, when the route was laid out, the wives of the town's leaders were not only present, but 
also active participants in the construction. According to John Merry's account, "It is said 
that Mrs. Asa C. Bowen, Mrs. Karst, and other helpful pioneer matrons assisted in carrying 
and placing the ties." 133 When business and industry leaders in Dubuque in the 1870s 
wanted to change the route of the Southwestern Railroad changed to run from Dubuque to 
Monticello, thus bypassing Sand Spring, Asa Bowen worked to keep the town's railroad 
connection. "Asa Bowen, as soon as he heard of the scheme, promptly procured a 
numerously signed petition against the project, which he forwarded to [state senator] Hon. 
Joseph Chapman, at Des Moines, who succeeded in defeating the bill."134 
By the time of the 1880 census, the Bowens had apparently left the broom 
manufacturing business. The 1880 agricultural census was the first to ask about farmers 
producing broom com. However, in 1880, neither Truman Bowen nor Stephen, his son, 
were listed as residing in Delaware County. Truman's wife, Jane, was listed, leading to the 
conclusion that Truman has probably died. Jane Bowen was listed as residing on a farm, but 
the agricultural census information revealed a farm that was considerably smaller in size than 
Truman's 300 acre farm in 1870. Stephen Bowen was not listed in Delaware County. 
Asa Bowen was still a farmer in 1880, but his life had changed as well. While the 
name of Asa's wife in 1870 was almost illegible due to the census enumerator's handwriting, 
it was not Stella, the name of his wife ten years later. Stella was twenty years younger than 
133 Merry, 265. 
134 Merry, 544. 
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Asa, whereas his first wife was only one year younger. He and Stella had three young 
children living in their household: Asa, aged 5; Myra, aged 4; and Floyd, aged 1. Thus, his 
first wife must have died before 1875. Asa Bowen appeared to have contracted his farming 
operation somewhat, as he now reported having only fifty milk cows, fifty swine, fifty 
chickens, thirty acres of tilled land growing com, and 150 acres of pasture land. He reported 
selling 17 ,550 gallons of milk, presumably to a cheese factory that had opened in the area. 
No one in the Bowen family was listed as a "broommaker," and there were no scribbled 
notations about extra income "from brooms." Within twenty years, the broom manufacturing 
industry had come and gone in Delaware County. 
By 1880, the broom manufacturing industry was in full swing in other parts of Iowa. 
The Hoag Broom and Duster Company was the largest broom manufacturing establishment 
in Iowa. William Hoag had learned to make brooms from the Bowens. Hoag had begun by 
driving a flock of sheep to Iowa, and, while spending the winter with the Bowens, had 
learned to make brooms. He was not the only one who had transitioned from fulltime farmer 
to fulltime broommaker. 
Sometime between 1869 and 1870, after having lost his wife in 1868, William Clark 
Pelton and three of his sons, William, Leandor, and Herbert, moved from Middlesex County, 
Connecticut, to Spring Valley Township, Dallas County, Iowa. 135 They arrived in time to be 
counted in the 1870 census. A daughter and the youngest son would join the family later. 
135 The information given about the Pelton family comes from: Jodine Perkins, "The Pelton Family: One-
Hundred Years ofBroommaking." (unpublished paper, Grinnell College, Grinnell, Iowa, 1996). Photocopy in 
author's possession. The genealogy of the Pelton family comes from: Lois Myers-Pelton and Charles Leonard 
Pelton, Pelton Family in America: 375 Years of Genealogy, Being a Record of the Descendents of John Pelton 
Who Settled in Boston, Massachusetss, About 1630-1632, and Died in Dorchester, Massachusetts, January 23rd, 
1681 (Aberdeen, South Dakota: Family Health Media, 1992). A copy is in the library at the State Historical 
Society of Iowa. 
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William had been a farmer in Connecticut, and was a farmer in Iowa. His father and 
grandfather had also been farmers, though they had also worked as shoemakers and in a 
silverware factory. For at least six years, William farmed in Spring Valley Township. 
As with the Bowens, the Peltons at some point entered the broom manufacturing 
business. Herndon, Iowa, is in Spring Valley Township, and, in 1884, the Iowa State 
Gazetteer listed the Pelton Brothers under its heading for "Broom Manufacturers. 136 
Evidently, as was the case with the Bowens, the younger generation went into the 
broommaking business while the father remained a farmer for most of the remainder of his 
life. Shortly before his death in 1904, he moved to Creston, Iowa, to be with a son who 
owned and operated a broom factory there. 
Unlike the Bowen family, the Peltons expanded their initial broom manufacturing 
business, and remained in the broom manufacturing business for several generations. In 
1884, G. B. Pelton, who was probably George, the youngest son, was listed as a broom 
manufacturer in Red Oak by the Iowa State Gazetteer. By 1889, William H. Pelton 
purchased a broom factory in Creston from William C. Evans and was included in the 
Gazetteer. Herbert Pelton in 1889 was listed as a broom manufacturer in Jefferson, Iowa. 
By 1901, Herbert had moved from Jefferson to Cedar Rapids, Iowa, and opened the Pelton 
Brothers Broom Works. Sometime after 1910, William moved with his children from 
Creston to Council Bluffs, where they operated a broom factory until the 1960s. According 
to Perkins, the Peltons were able to expand during these years because they utilized their 
136 James T. Hair, Iowa State Gazetteer Embracing Descriptive and Historical Sketches of Counties, Cities, 
Towns and Villages, Which Includes Much Valuable Information Respecting the Agricultural, Manufactories, 
Commerce, Educational, and religious Institutions; Population and History of the State; to Which is Added a 
Shippers' Guide and a Classified Business Directory (Chicago: Bailey and Hair, 1884), 1100. 
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family's capital, labor and contacts. 137 Around 1900, George, one of the original brothers, 
went to Kansas to purchase broom com for the Pelton broom factories in Iowa, eventually 
founding the Western Warehouse Company. His son, Harve Pelton, married Alice Luela 
Simondson of Wichita. The event, with all the details, made the front page of the February 5, 
1909, issue of Broom Corn News, a weekly publication devoted to the broom com and broom 
manufacturing industry. 138 Into the twenty-first century, Bart Pelton, Harve's grandson, 
remains involved in the broom com industry as president of Amex International/National 
Broomcom Company, with headquarters in San Antonio, Texas. The company imports 
broom com grown in Mexico and other foreign countries, which it then sells to domestic 
broom manufacturers. The company has also added other products to its offerings, such as 
handles, yam for mops, and yucca fibers. 139 
Unlike his brothers, Leandor Pelton did not settle into the broom manufacturing 
business immediately. Around 1888, he moved from Herndon with his wife, Cora, and 
young son, Webster, aged 4, to Des Moines to assist Frank Pelton, his cousin, to survey the 
city. Between 1888 and 1895, he did just that. At some point, he did enter the broom 
manufacturing business. In 1895, the Des Moines Broom Company at 2021-2025 East 
Grand A venue was included in the Iowa State Gazetteer. Leandor and George Pelton, his 
brother, were listed as the proprietors. 140 As with the Bowens, Leandor Pelton had many 
interests. He dabbled in real estate and was an amateur inventor, having patents issued to 
137 Perkins, 11-13. 
138 "Harve Pelton Married; President of the Western Warehouse Company Claims a Bride." Broom Corn News 
(February 5, 1909), 1. 
139 Harold Kerkoff, "Like Fathers, Like Sons: Pelton, LeBlanc Celebrate Twenty-five Years Leading Amex 
International/National Broomcorn Company," Broom, Brush, and Mop (December 2002), 6-8, 12-18. Bart 
Pelton confirmed the details of this story in e-mails to the author during the summer of 2004. 
140 Jodine Perkins interviewed Mike Owens, great-grandson ofLeandor Pelton, to confirm this story. 
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him for a mechanical broom stitching machine, a can opener, and a small automobile. When 
Leandor died in 1934, his obituary made the front page of the Des Moines Register. 141 
Leandor never seemed content, wrote Perkins, to be the manager of a broom factory. 
Leandor's son, Webster, however, was his father's opposite. He worked as a broommaker 
and as the manager of the broom factory during most of his adult life, except for a short 
period of time in the 1920s when Webster moved with several family members, including 
Leandor, to California for health reasons. While there, Webster attempted to open a broom 
manufacturing business. This attempt apparently failed, and the Peltons were back in Des 
Moines at their original factory by 1930, and the name of the factory was changed to Little 
Pelton Broom Company. 
According to Perkins, the story of the Pelton broom factories is one of rapid 
expansion followed by a failure to remain competitive in the marketplace. The failure to 
adjust to a changing business climate in the first half of the twentieth century spelled the 
decline and end of the Pelton broom factory. In the 1930s, workers at the factory threatened 
to form a union. When the workers unionized, Webster locked them out and re-opened the 
factory one month later with non-union labor. During World War II, in a decision that 
proved very costly financially in the long run, Webster Pelton refused a government war 
contract because he would have had to use union labor. As late as 1960, the broommakers 
were still being paid by the piece, a situation where the broommaker, according to Mike 
Owens, could only make money ifhe were making more than a dozen brooms per hour. 142 
141 "Pelton, Broommaker, is Dead: Pioneer Manufacturer Helped Survey City," Des Moines Register, (18 April 
1934), 1. 
142 Perkins, 18-21. 
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The Pelton broom factories in Des Moines and Council Bluffs closed in the 1960s. 
Webster Pelton had found it difficult in the 1940s and 1950s to find workers for the factory, 
perhaps in part because of the history oflabor problems at the factory, but more likely 
because the industry was undergoing considerable changes in the decade following World 
War IL After World War II, broom com cultivation and broom manufacturing spread into 
Mexico. Unlike farmers in Mexico, farmers in America could not grow and harvest broom 
com by using methods that had not changed in over a century, and still make a profit in the 
agricultural boom years following the end of the war. Brooms manufactured in Mexico were 
sent into America, and, because of the low labor prices in Mexico, prices for brooms from 
Mexico were significantly less expensive than domestically produced brooms. Also, in the 
post-war years, bristles made from plastics became available to the broom manufacturing 
industry, and vacuum cleaner sales increased dramatically. 
Even though Webster sold the factory, Webster continued to make brooms at a 
converted chicken house behind his home until he died. The Pelton Broom Factory in 
Council Bluffs closed in 1968 when the last broommaker at that factory, Abner Pelton, 
Leandor's cousin, died. Perkins attributed the closing of the Pelton broom factories in the 
1960s to a failure to adjust to the changes in the market, modernize the equipment, and adapt 
a nineteenth century industry to the climate of the twentieth century. 143 Walter Licht would 
have attributed the decline of the Pelton broom factories to the next stage of industrial 
development. Recall that he wrote, "Industrialization destroyed certain skills and 
occupations but created others."144 In discussing the success or failure of small businesses in 
143 Perkins, 20-22. 
144 Licht, 21. 
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nineteenth century Poughkeepsie, New York, Clyde Griffen and Sally Griffen argued that 
artisans in that city were successful when they became skilled in new business and 
management strategies that emerged during that century. "Skill in business rather than in the 
craft was now the key to prosperity."145 By the middle of the twentieth century, the Peltons 
had failed to adapt as the industry and world changed around them, and their factories closed. 
During the forty years from the end of the American Civil War to the beginning of the 
twentieth century, Licht wrote, the northern United States saw an "unprecedented expansion 
in industrial production."146 This expansion had roots prior to the Civil War as new 
transportation networks opened up access to new resources. Population growth, Licht wrote, 
spurred industrial development, as Americans and new immigrants clamored for more 
consumer goods, and provided the necessary workforce for industrial expansion. Two 
notable facts, according to Licht, stood out about American industrial output during this 
period: the "completeness" of the industrial process, and the sheer volume of the 
manufacturing system. "Americans turned out steel rails and machines, but also clothing, 
ceramics, jewelry, and beer in great profusion."147 The same could be said for the production 
of brooms. 
The most significant factor in industrial development in the nineteenth century, 
according to Marcus and Segal, was the development of a "systems" mentality. Once items 
were categorized in a systematic fashion, and the relationships between items or processes 
were understood, business could think in terms of standardization, assembly lines, and mass 
145 Clyde Griffen and Sally Griffen, "Small Business and Occupational Mobility in Mid-Nineteenth-Century 
Poughkeepsie," chapter 5 in Stuart Bruchey, Small Business in American Life (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1980), 121-124. 
146 Licht, 103. 
147 Licht, 129. 
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production for greater efficiency and peak performance. The notion of "systems" was then 
applied to factory workers, management, and production, in an effort to standardize 
production and to maximize efficiency. These changes were a response to the growth of 
America, both in its population, geography, and industrial output. 148 For the broom 
manufacturing industry by the end of the nineteenth century, this meant that the construction 
of brooms was split into its various parts, and laborers were hired to accomplish each step in 
the systematic construction of a broom. Someone would bind the bristles onto the handle, 
others would stitch the broom, and still others would trim the broom, paint the handle, bundle 
them for shipment, sell, or deliver them. This systemization was evident in how Mike 
Owens, who worked in his family's broom factory in the 1960s while attending Drake 
University, remembered the Little Pelton Broom Company being organized, with separate 
spaces devoted to specific steps in the manufacturing process. 
In the twentieth century, the Peltons were not alone in Iowa in manufacturing brooms. 
In 1995, almost thirty years after the Peltons left broommaking, Robert Metzger, of 
Muscatine, Iowa, died. Robert had been single throughout his life, and left behind a modest 
home, numerous possessions, and a workshop. Richard Metzger, his sole remaining brother, 
was the sole inheritor. 149 In many ways, Mr. Metzger was an average, hard-working man, 
described by neighbors and family members as a man who "liked a good joke" and cared 
about "his family and fiiends." In the 1990s, Robert Metzger was unique because of his 
occupation: broommaker. Since 1907, three generations ofMetzgers had owned and 
148 Marcus and Segal, 113-115. 
149 Research on the Metzger family was funded by a "Grant in Aid" in 1997 from the Early American Industries 
Association (E.A.I.A.). In 1997, the author conducted oral interviews with Mr. Metzger, and several neighbors 
of the Muscatine Broom Factory. In addition, Mr. Metzger requested that the author organize and inventory the 
contents of the broom factory. 
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operated the Muscatine Broom Factory in Muscatine, Iowa. Harry Metzger, Robert and 
Richard Metzger's grandfather, had begun the Muscatine Broom Factory. 
In 1893, James and Leita Metzger moved their family from Pennsylvania to Fairfield, 
Iowa. James Metzger had learned to make brooms in Pennsylvania. James continued to 
make brooms in Iowa. When the 1895 census of Iowa was compiled, the family had thirteen 
children between ages 22 and 1, the eldest being Harry. 150 By 1900, Harry had married 
Daisy and moved to Muscatine. He gave his occupation as "salesman" in the 1900 census; 
what exactly he sold was not mentioned. 
Mortgage records show that, between 1907 and 1920, Harry Metzger purchased a 
total of thirteen adjacent city lots. The land, according to Richard Metzger, was used to grow 
broom com for the factory. 151 In 1907, Harry Metzger opened the Muscatine Broom Factory 
at 918 Colver Street. 152 The moment was a proud one for Harry Metzger. A series of 
photographs taken in 1907 includes a picture, shown here as Figure 8, of Harry Metzger 
standing in front of the newly completed factory building. The landscaping was not yet 
complete, as was evident by the lack of grass and trees around the building. The photograph 
shows a two-story brick building, with an attached wooden structure in the background. A 
sign on top of the building read, "Muscatine Broom Factory, H. Metzger, Proprietor." 
According to one source, the bricks for the building were made on the construction site. 153 
150 The Metzger family had two sets of identical twins: Milton and Clinton, and Merle and Earle. 
151 Richard Metzger, interview by the author, Muscatine, Iowa, 25 August 1997. 
152 This building still stood in 2004. In 2003, Historic Muscatine, Inc., the local historical society, purchased 
the building and all it contents (including business records, photographs, equipment, etc.) from Harry's 
grandson, Richard Metzger. 
153 Vallerie Monson, "Brooms: Iowan Spends His Day Grasping at Straws," Des Moines (Iowa) Sunday 
Register, 15 April 1986, sect. T, p. 1. The photographs are in the possession of Richard Metzger. 
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Another picture in that same series, shown as Figure 9, shows Harry Metzger with all of his 
employees. Three of his children are sitting on brooms in the foreground. 
Figure 8. The Muscatine Broom Factory as it appeared after being constructed 
in 1907. Harry Metzger is standing in the lower left corner of the picture. Original 
photograph in the possession of Richard Metzger. 
Figure 9. Harry Metzger, on the right, with his employees and children shortly 
after the Muscatine Broom Factory was built in 1907. Original photograph in the 
possession of Richard Metzger. 
Harry Metzger had grand plans for his new factory. The price list that he had printed 
and distributed to potential customers showed a three-story factory, complete with a rail line 
leading up to the loading dock. The idealized image on the price list did not match the reality 
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of the broom factory. The broom factory was only two stories high, and had no rail line 
leading to the dock area. This illustration, shown here in Figure 10, however, reveals the 
great pride and the larger plans that Metzger had for his factory. Metzger was so confident in 
the future success of the factory that he placed his image on both the price list and on the 
labels that were placed on the broom handles. 
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Figure 10. The Muscatine Broom Factory as envisioned by Harry Metzger on 
the price list he provided to customers. Original in the possession of Richard Metzger. 
The Muscatine Broom Factory was laid out in a logical fashion, reflecting the 
systematic organization of the manufacturing process. The two-story building measured 
sixty feet long and thirty feet wide. A door on the front of the factory, etched with Harry 
Metzger's name, led directly into the office, with a large roll top desk and safe. The 
workshop area, comprising most of the first floor, was accessed through a door on the west 
side of the office, as well as through doors on the south and west sides of the building. A 
large attached warehouse stored broom com, which Harry Metzger received by the railcar 
load, though it was delivered by truck, and not train, to the factory. Richard Metzger recalled 
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that his grandfather rented out the warehouse in the 1930s and 1940s to a man who used it to 
store automobiles. In the late-1940s, the warehouse burned down and was not replaced. 
The loading dock area, on the west side of the building, consisted of two double-wide 
doors that opened onto a loading and unloading platform outside the building. Wagons, and 
later trucks, loaded with broom com unloaded their cargoes here. Bales of broom com, 
weighing over 300 pounds each, were rolled to the middle of the floor. From there, these 
bales were hoisted by means of a pulley system to the second story where they were stored 
after the warehouse fire. Stairs along the rear wall provided access to storage on the second 
floor. 
The broom com sorting and dying area took up the southwest comer of the building's 
first floor. Broom com would be sorted by length and quality, with the best being saved for 
the outside of the broom. The broom com was dyed a bright green color. The dying process 
could be tricky. Glenn Metzger, one of Harry Metzger's children, while working in the 
factory as a young man, fell head first into the vat of dye and "emerged as the Mississippi 
Valley's Grumpy Green Giant." He remained green for at least two weeks. 154 
The center of the Muscatine Broom Factory was occupied by a massive wood burning 
stove. In 1997, two machines for binding the bristles onto the handle (called "binders") lined 
the west side of the factory. Two sewing vises were arranged on the east side of the factory. 
The binders and stitching machines were powered by an electric motor mounted in the center 
of the ceiling. Next to the sewing vises were two trimmers, shaped like oversized paper 
cutters, for trimming the sweeping end of the broom. In the southeast comer of the building, 
beside the broom com sorting and dying area, were two scraping cylinders for removing the 
154 Monson, "Brooms," Tl. 
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seed. In 1997, the second story contained everything from old televisions and gas-powered 
lawn mowers to original pieces ofbroommaking equipment that were hand- and foot-
powered. 
Machines for manufacturing brooms in the mid-twentieth century were not 
substantially different from the machines sold seventy-five years earlier. The design of the 
binders had not deviated significantly from the patent issued to Beeman in 1843; the most 
significant change was the switch from foot-power to electricity to make the clamp rotate the 
handle. Broom equipment catalogues around 1900 from J. P. Gross and Company, and W. L. 
Roseboom and Company, both located in Chicago and suppliers to broom factories, carried 
foot-powered binders, with names like the "Squirrel Cage Broom Winder" and the "Chicago 
Winder". These binders cost $17.00 to $21.00 each. 155 
Stitching the brooms had also been mechanized. The Lipe Stitching Machine, 
patented by Charles Lipe in 1903, as well as the Baltimore Stitching Machine, were some of 
the earliest, most practical, cost-effective and widely distributed stitching machines. 156 Both 
ran on electricity, and moved with speeds no hands could match. The sewing machines, with 
their exposed sewing arms, could be dangerous; Richard Metzger mentioned that, as a child, 
he had seen a needle go through the hand of one of the broommakers. 157 
Harry Metzger appeared to have used hand- and foot-powered machines when his 
factory opened in 1907. Then, between 2 March 1917 and 23 June 1917, he recorded four 
155 J.P. Gross and Company, "Price List of J.P. Gross and Company" (Chicago: J.P. Gross and Company, 
1900) 7; W. L. Roseboom and Company, "Price List" (Chicago: W. L. Roseboom and Company, 1902) 6. 
Original catalogues are in the collection of the Warren County (Iowa) Historical Society. 
156 W. C. Lipe, "Patent No. 718,263- Broom-Sewing Machine" in Samuel E. Moyer, Six Historic Publications 
on Broomcorn and Broommaking With Current Perspectives, (Medford Lakes, New Jersey: S. E. Moyer, 
1992), 13-14. 
157 Metzger interview, 27 August 1997. 
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payments totaling $417.53 to J.P. Gross and Co., Chicago, Illinois. Unfortunately, he did 
not record the reason behind the payment, though it would be safe to assume that the 
payments were for machinery delivered to the Muscatine Broom Factory. 158 During the 
1930s, Harry Metzger updated his factory when he purchased a used electric motor to 
provide power for his machinery. An electric motor was mounted on the ceiling in the 
middle of the factory. The motor provided power via machine belts and pulleys to the new 
electric binders and sewing vises, purchased sometime in the late 1920s or early 1930s. Two 
electrified broom winders stood along the west wall, while, directly across from them, two 
Lipe Broom Sewing Machines stood side by side in the spots previously occupied by the 
manual sewing vises. The old machines were not discarded; rather, Metzger moved them to 
the second story where they remained in 2001. 159 
Historians have attempted to explain why some small-scale businesses succeeded 
while others failed. Several historians have asserted that the advances in technology within a 
particular field allowed the small-scale business to continue to compete with the larger firms 
dominating a particular industry. Harry Metzger updated his equipment in the 1920s and 
1930s with the idea of continued expansion. The Muscatine Broom Factory, at its height in 
1920, had the capacity to manufacture eighty to one hundred dozen brooms per week, or 
between 4, 160 and 5,200 dozen brooms per year. 160 
The 1920s were a decade of growth for Harry Metzger and the Muscatine Broom 
Factory. According to Richard Metzger, Harry was the principal salesman for the factory, 
but he did employ during this period two other salesmen, who traveled and sold brooms in a 
158 Hany Metzger, "Muscatine Broom Factory Invoices Register, 1908-1947," 2. 
159 Helen Weiershauser, "Broom-making Whisks Down Through Four Generations," Muscatine (Iowa) Journal, 
30 September 1989, 4B. 
160 Weiershauser, "Broom-making Whisks Down Through Four Generations," 4B; Monson, "Brooms," Tl. 
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five-state area. Production of brooms rose steadily in the early years of the factory, reaching 
an output of 5,056 dozen brooms by 1918. Output declined after that, as relayed in Table 6. 
By 1921, the Muscatine Broom Factory recorded sales of brooms totaling $20,697.84, with 
expenses totaling $18, 777.84. 161 Expenses included costs for purchasing broom com, wages, 
insurance, freight, interest on loans, expenses for salesmen, and utility bills. 
Table 6. Broom Production at the Muscatine Broom Factory, 1918-1929. 
Year 
1918 
1919 
1920 
1921 
1922 
1923 
Brooms Produced· 
5,056 
3,947 
2,504 
3,759 
3,031 
2,713 
a. Figures arc in "dozens of brooms" 
Year 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1928 
1929 
Brooms Produced 
2,658 
2,238 
2,351 
3,368 
1,959 
2,028 
The end of the 1920s saw a contraction in the Muscatine Broom Factory. When 
Metzger had opened his factory, he employed six broommakers; by the end of the 1920s, 
only two remained, one of whom was Harry's brother, Merle. By 1929, Harry was the only 
salesman left for the factory. In the economic downturn of the 1930s, the bank foreclosed on 
the loan it had issued to Harry Metzger, and repossessed eleven of the thirteen lots that he 
owned. The broom factory and the Metzger's house occupied the two lots that were not 
repossessed by the bank. 
Harry Metzger had envisioned a bright future for the Muscatine Broom Factory. He 
believed that he could insure that the broom factory would continue to grow by following the 
traditional, nineteenth century, avenues to success. Like the Bowens one hundred years 
earlier, Metzger was involved in his community. Metzger's true passion was politics. 
161 Harry Metzger, "Muscatine Broom Factory Business Ledger, 1917-1933," (Muscatine, Iowa: 1933). 
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Almost from the very beginning of the factory, Harry Metzger advertised the Muscatine 
Broom Factory regularly in the local Republican newspaper, the Muscatine Journal. In one 
issue, the slate of delegates to the 1920 Republican Party State Convention was announced, 
and Harry Metzger's name was on the list. Among the items found in the house after Robert 
Metzger died were two delegate's badges, one from 1912 showing support for the "Bull 
Moose" candidate, Theodore Roosevelt, and the other from the 1920 State Republican 
Convention. 162 Richard Metzger had always heard that his grandfather had run for public 
office, but was unsure of the year. In 2004, a piece of card stock bearing Harry Metzger's 
face surfaced. 163 On one side was the list of county license numbers for Iowa in 1930, and on 
the other side was an advertisement from Harry Metzger asking for "your vote and support" 
in the June 1930 Republican primary for state representative from Muscatine County. He 
lost the primary, but he did not lose his passion for politics. Richard Metzger remembered 
his high school days when he would accompany his grandfather on sales trips across Iowa. 
In addition to knowing the owner of every store along his route, Harry knew each owner's 
political affiliation. Richard recalled that his grandfather would sometimes have long, heated 
discussions about various political issues with the owners he visited. 164 
Harry Metzger faced the same challenges to his business that faced the Peltons, his 
contemporaries. 165 Whereas Webster Pelton had kept the unions out of his factory, Harry 
Metzger had let his workers unionize. In fact, he appeared to have been very proud of the 
162 "State Republican Delegates Chosen," Muscatine (Iowa) Journal, 3 July 1920, p. 1; Metzger interview, 28 
August 1997. The two delegate's pins are in the possession of Richard Metzger. 
163 Original piece in the personal collection of Myles Hegstrom, Perry, Iowa. 
164 Metzger interview, 28 August 1997. 
165 Metzger purchased broom com. A Western Union telegram, dated "1949 Nov. 8," from Amarillo, Texas, 
reads, "Car for you is now Morklear [name of location of a rail car perhaps?] Less Red Good Fiber Will 
Selfwork But Wire What Date to Ship." The telegram was sent by H. (most likely Harve) Pelton, of the 
National Broom Com Company. Original telegram in collection of Richard Metzger. 
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fact. In the business advertisements he paced with the Muscatine Journal in 1906 and 1907 
read, "Ask Your Grocer for Muscatine Made Brooms! All brooms guaranteed. Get 
Metzger's No. 1 Fancy Carpet Broom. Made of selected materials. Wears longer- sweeps 
cleaner. Harry Metzger- Manufacturer. All brooms union-made."166 Harry Metzger and the 
Muscatine Broom Factory participated in the annual Labor Day parade. A picture of the 
Muscatine Broom Factory's float from 1920 has a banner on the side proclaiming the brooms 
to be "Union Made."167 
However, despite the fact that Harry Metzger upgraded his machinery, maintained 
strong business ties with his customers, utilized union labor, and was involved in his 
community, broom production at the Muscatine Broom Factory never again reached the pre-
1929 levels. Unlike the Peltons, Metzger never expanded into other cities. Like the Peltons, 
Metzger utilized family labor in the factory. Almost all of his brothers, sons, and grandsons 
worked in the factory at one time during their lifetime. Richard Metzger recalled being a 
traveling salesman for the broom factory after he graduated from high school. He was paid a 
commission plus expenses for his sales trips. If he had a bad week for sales, he would make 
next to nothing. This made it hard for him to continue to be a salesman after he got married, 
so he went to work at the local Heinz canning factory. 168 After Harry Metzger died in 1950, 
Gerald Metzger, Richard's father, operated the factory, and, when Gerald died, Robert 
Metzger, Richard's brother, inherited the factory. Robert was the fourth and final generation 
of Metzger to make brooms in Iowa. Thus came to an end the last family-owned broom 
manufacturing business in Iowa. 
166 Muscatine Broom Factory advertisements," Muscatine (Iowa) Journal, 23 June 1906; 5 January 1907. 
167 The photographs are in the possession of Richard Metzger. 
168 Metzger interview, 26 August 1997. 
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According to Amos Loveday, who studied the rise and decline of the American cut 
nail manufacturing industry, by the 1850s, nail manufacturing factories in Wheeling, West 
Virginia, had adopted the latest technology and newest business practices in the nail industry, 
thus giving them an edge over similar, and older, manufacturing establishments in New 
England. The manufacturers in Wheeling, West Virginia, came to dominate the cut nail 
market through embracing new technology, as well as new management and accounting 
techniques. These changes allowed the production costs per unit to go down, and, as a result, 
the Wheeling firms were able to sell their nails at a lower cost than the firms in the New 
England area. "The efficiency of the Wheeling firms, and the general economic decline after 
1873, forced many eastern firms out of business. Those manufacturers that continued 
adjusted to the new conditions by reducing wages." The Wheeling nail manufacturers 
continued to follow business strategies that emphasized controlling costs of production and 
high-volume. Other firms simply could not compete with the Wheeling firms for these 
reasons. 169 While the manufacturing of brooms was more ubiquitous than the manufacturing 
of cut nails, similar lessons may be learned from the study of the rise and decline of the 
broom manufacturing industry in Iowa. 
Historians have debated the role of small business and industry in the overall history 
of the United States, as well as the factors that contributed to the success or failure of these 
small industries. Stuart Bruchey wrote, "A numerical preponderance of small firms has 
characterized the entire course of American history. But the relative stability of these overall 
169 Amos Loveday, Jr. The Rise and Decline of the American Cut Nail IndustJy: A Study of the 
Interrelationships of Technology, Business Organization, and Management Techniques. Contributions in 
Economics and Economic History number 53. (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood, 1983), 91-94. 
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proportions has concealed restless motion beneath the surface as small enterprises have come 
to life, all too quickly died, and been replaced by others."170 With the emergence of big 
business in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the playing field for the small 
business was changed forever. The traditional strategies for success in the nineteenth century 
were no longer a guarantee for success in the twentieth. According to Roland Berthoff, "If 
the small businessman could no longer hope to grow [after the emergence oflarge-scale 
business], he would have to be content with the opportunity simply to continue in business at 
all."171 
The words of Mansel Blackford, Harold Livesay, John Bunzel, and Walter Licht 
could be used as easily at the end of the twentieth century as they can be used at the end of 
the nineteenth to describe the conditions present in the manufacturing industry. From 
America's beginning, Mansel Blackford argued, America developed as a business culture, 
with the small-scale businessman and small-scale farmer and the values associated with these 
professions as the epitome of American culture. "From the time of Thomas Jefferson to the 
present, many Americans have seen the owners of small businesses as epitomizing all that is 
best about the American way oflife."172 Historian Harold Livesay echoed this sentiment: 
"Late-nineteenth-century Americans often felt that, with the coming of big business, 
something was lost, something good, decent, precious, and traditionally American. Whether 
170 Stuart Bruchey, Small Business in American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 21. 
171 Roland Berthoff, "Independence and Enterprise: Small Business in the American Dream," chapter 1 of S. 
Bruchey, Small Business in American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 34-37. 
172 Mansel Blackford, A History of Small Business in America, Twayne's Evolution of American Business 
Series (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1991 ), xiii-xiv. 
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those happy days of yesteryear ever existed was irrelevant; many people thought that they 
did."173 
The Bowens, Peltons, and Metzgers all represent various stages in the growth, 
maturity, and decline of an industry. The Bowens represent the broom manufacturing 
industry when it was still tied very closely to its agricultural roots. The management of a 
broom manufacturing operation was left to a son, while the father concentrated on the larger 
business, farming. Machinery was hand- or foot-powered, and cheap to purchase. The 
Bowens were part of the westward expansion of the United States, an expansion that saw not 
only the movement of vast numbers of people across the continent, but also saw the spread of 
the cultivation of broom com. 
The Peltons and Metzgers both represent an industry coming of age, when 
broommaking was a legitimate choice of career. The stories of their companies' expansion 
in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries echoed what was going on in the world of 
industry. Machinery was still inexpensive, but electricity replaced manual labor as the power 
source. The Peltons and the Metzgers chose traditional avenues from the late-nineteenth 
century in an attempt to expand their industry. The Peltons and the Metzgers both organized 
their factories in a systematic fashion that reflected the growth of a "systems" mentality of 
the late-nineteenth century, as well as the latest in management in management techniques. 
Both relied on family labor to staff their factories. They also added more and newer 
machinery. They remained in firm control of their operations. 
173 Harold Livesay, "Lilliputians in Brobdingnag: Small Business in Late-Nineteenth Century America," chapter 
15 of Stuart Bruchey, Small Business, 340. 
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However, the Peltons and the Metzgers had distinct differences in the operation of 
their factories. The Peltons came to the broommaking industry from farming, whereas the 
Metzgers had been broommakers for at least one generation prior to coming to Iowa. The 
Peltons represent the maturation of an occupation; broommaking by 1880 had become a 
legitimate career path for a worker. In their approaches to the business of the manufacturing 
of brooms, Webster Pelton and Harry Metzger differed greatly. Webster Pelton refused to 
use union labor and turned down any government contracts that required the use of union 
labor, whereas Harry Metzger used union labor, upgraded his machinery, and became very 
active in the local community. The strategies were different, but the results were the same, 
declining customers and production levels following World War II. 
The period from 1870 to 1930, when broommaking was at its height in Iowa, saw 
Americans nationwide enamored with the benefits of big businesses. According to Mansel 
Blackford, "Even as they embraced what they viewed as the superior efficiency and 
productivity of big businesses, Americans continued to revere small business people ... 
Twentieth-century Americans have frequently differentiated between small businesses, 
which they have seen as inefficient and backward, and small business people, whom they 
have continued to admire." Americans loved the variety of goods and services that were 
made available by the Industrial Revolution, while hating the changes small businesses 
experienced as a result of industrialization. These changes included long hours, repetitive 
work, and unsafe working conditions in factories, and the loss of work and falling prices for 
the small business owners that remained. 174 
174 Mansel G. Blackford, A History of Small Business in America (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1991), xiv, 
31. 
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After the depression of the 1930s, this optimistic attitude changed. Labor unrest 
caused Webster Pelton to dismiss his factory's workforce, while Harry Metzger embraced (or 
at least tolerated) union labor. Simply modernizing the factory and its equipment was not 
enough to meet the competition from foreign broom manufacturers or new household 
cleaning appliances, such as the vacuum cleaner. Even though the Pelton and the Metzger 
broom factories continued to operate until the 1960s and the 1990s, respectively, their fate 
had been sealed during the 1940s and 1950s as competition from foreign manufacturers 
increased, new options in home cleaning were introduced, and new plastic bristles became 
available and were used in place of broom com bristles. 
Historian Harold Vatter would argue that the Peltons and Metzgers failed for reasons 
connected to the general economic business cycle. Vatter wrote, "Small firms proliferate 
when the economy and the sector are strongly expanding; the numbers decline when general 
expansion slows."175 Vatter's views reflect those of Walter Licht, when he wrote, 
"Industrialization destroyed certain skills and occupations but created others; this process 
similarly generated both small- and large-scale enterprise."176 
Broom com continues to be grown in countries like Mexico, and brooms continue to 
be manufactured in a few select areas in America with historical ties to broommaking, such 
as Arcola, Illinois. No companies in Iowa manufacture brooms. Machines have almost 
completely replaced the human component in the manufacturing of brooms. While the 
domestic broom manufacturing industry continues to talk about machine-harvestable broom 
175 Harold G. Vatter, "The Position of Small Business in the Structuring of American Manufacturing, 1870-
1970," chapter 6 in Bruchey, Small Business in American Life, 143. 
176 Licht, 21. 
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com, the same companies have supplemented and diversified their product lines with other 
household cleaners and appliances. 
Beginning in about the early 1970s, a new group ofbroommakers entered the scene. 
These broommakers are individuals who either make brooms as a hobby at various craft and 
trades shows across the country, or work at museums that demonstrate crafts of the 
nineteenth century. These individuals are making and selling brooms on the periphery of an 
industry dominated by larger, mechanized broom manufacturers. These small manufacturers 
have adopted a business strategy that Mansel Blackford would call "niche marketing."177 
The dream of many Americans continues to be to own their own business and to be 
their own boss, in a phrase, to be self-sufficient. The values associated with small 
businesses, according to many historians, served as the very foundation of America, and 
remain the epitome of American culture. As the first decade of the twenty-first century 
reaches its midpoint, individuals and small industries would be wise to remember the story of 
the rise and decline of the broom manufacturing industry in Iowa. To paraphrase Walter 
Licht, "Change in the business world will destroy certain skills and occupations but create 
others, a process that similarly generates both small- and large-scale enterprise." 
177 Blackford, History of Small Business, xiii. 
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APPENDIX A: 
Map of Delaware County, Iowa 
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Map of Delaware County in northeast Iowa. The Bowen families settled between Hapkinton 
(labeled as A) and Sand Spring (labeled as B). The county seat is Manchester, labeled as C 
on the map. Monticello, where the Hoag Broom and Duster Company was located, is about 
five miles to the south of Sand Spring. 
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Locations of Broom Factories in Iowa in 1880 
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APPENDIXC: 
Broom Manufacturers Listed in the 1880-1881 Iowa State Gazetteer 
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Table 1. Broommaking Establishments Listed in the1880-1881 Iowa State Gazetteer 
Broom Manufacturers City ff own 
Ormsby Bros. Bedford 
Stewart, H. C. Beckwith 
Pepper, J. S. Birmingham 
Gardiner, J.P. Bradford 
Russell, I. W. Buffalo Grove 
Kuhn J. and Sons Burlington 
Hilmer, J. Camanche 
Roberts, E. S. Canby 
Brown, P. Centerville 
McMannis, J. Centerville 
Perry, J. W. Chariton 
Stephen and Wells Clinton 
Dean, J. Coal Creek 
Smith, Evan Coal Creek 
Mayne, S. T. Cromwell 
Le Clair, John Davenport 
Brott, S. B. Des Moines 
James Bros. Des Moines 
Miller, F. A. Dubuque 
Brown, G. H. Farley 
Carpenter, J. W. Flemingville 
Hildebrand, G. L. Forest Home 
Lafon, J. T. Gosport 
Woodward, J. D. Grant Centre 
Mullett, J. B. Hale Village 
Copson, Robert Hamburg 
Pearson, T. Hamilton 
Williams, J. Hamilton 
Cook Bros. Humboldt 
Hays, R. C. Humboldt 
Douglass, J. La Grange 
Crosby, Theophilius Manchester 
Mccreery, D. Martinsburg 
Mitchell, S. Milton 
Morse and Martin Mitchellville 
Martin, B. W. Monterey 
Hobart, F. E. Mount Pleasant 
Claffin, C. F. Ottumwa 
Kemp, W.B. Quarry 
Finnicum, W. Redfield 
Williams, T. E. Red Oak 
Stalker, G. D. Richland 
Baldwin and Rutledge River Sioux 
Greening, H. M. Rudd 
Newcomb, W. E. Tama City 
Sankey, Joseph Walnut 
Karst, P. J. Waterloo 
Bair, S. H. White Pigeon 
Riker,G. W. Zero 
104 
APPENDIXD: 
1880 U.S. Census, Schedule C, "Products of Manufacturer," for the State of Iowa 
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